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To Nisa, Lamya, and Shibli 
With love and gratitude 


As the end approaches, wrote Cartaphilus, zhere are no longer any images from 
memory —there are only words. Words, words, words taken out of place and 
mutilated, words from other men—those were the alms left him by the 
hours and the centuries. — Jorge Luis Borges, “The Immortal” 


As for the rest of us, we cannot transform completely. Not even myths can 
change those invisible roots, ingrained like ancient fossil in rock. We do not 
metamorphose. We merely crumble into dust. That is my triumph. . . . 

I have broken the cycle of remembrance. — Achmat Dangor, Kafka’s Curse 
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Chronology 


Ghazali is born in Tüs near what is today the city of 
Mashhad, Iran. 


Begins studies in Tüs with Muhammad al-Radhkani 
around age fifteen. 


Travels to Jurjan to study law with Isma'il b. Mas'ada 
al-Isma‘ili for at least two years. 


Returns to Tis; famous encounter with thieves takes 


place. 

Goes to Nisapür to study with al-Juwayni. 

Remains in the entourage of the wazir, Nizam al-Mulk. 
Appointed professor in Baghdad Nizamiya. 

Leaves Baghdad on pretext of pilgrimage. 


Commutes between Damascus, Jerusalem, Makka, 
and Madina, with possible visits to Baghdad and 
Hamadhan. 


Returns to Tüs in semiretirement, teaching selected 
students and establishing a süfi retreat center. 


Recalled to teach at the Nizamiya in Nisapür by the 
wazir, Fakhr al-Mulk, the son of Nizam al-Mulk. 


Ends his teaching in Nisapir and returns to Tis. 


Dies in Tüs Monday, 14 Jamadi al-akhira; buried at 
the cemetery in the nearby village of Sanabad. 
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An unexamined life is not worth living. — Socrates 


Introduction 


In many ways, this book is a dialogical encounter with perhaps the most in- 
fluential intellectual in the Muslim tradition: Abü Hamid al-Ghazali.' It is a 
dialogue with many voices, one that fosters motion, discovery, playfulness, 
and invention. It is a dialogue that serendipitously began some three decades 
ago, when on a busy street in what was then Bombay, now Mumbai, as a shell- 
shocked but aspiring student ready to study in one of India’s many seminar- 
ies (called madrasas ot dar al-‘ulims), I bought my first book on the history of 
Islamic thought. I purchased it from a secondhand bookseller on the clut- 
tered pavement of Mumbai’s Mohammed Ali Road. I still vividly recall the 
garish red vinyl cover of the book; it was a translation of a few selected chap- 
ters from Ghazali’s influential and well-known text Resuscitation of the Sciences 
of Religion (Ihyā” ulūm al-dīn). 

For some years, this red book adorned the shelves of my student residence 
rooms. I remember that the translator was someone of South Asian descent. 
However, there is a reason why I impulsively purchased the book: the name 
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“Imam al-Ghazali” resonated with me. My religious and cultural education 
in South Africa had made me aware that Ghazali was a major figure in the 
history of the Muslim tradition, but I did not know why he was considered 
so important. 

To be brutally honest, at the time of purchasing the red book at age seven- 
teen I could barely understand what this author was saying. And, like so many 
well-intentioned book acquisitions, this one never came off the shelf for seri- 
ous reading during my student days. I made perhaps one or two attempts to 
make sense of its contents only to be frustrated by my inability to grasp its 
purpose. So I jealously guarded this book like one would revere the pages of a 
talisman. Eventually, however, I either lent this precious acquisition to some- 
one who never returned it, or, as is the custom with unused books, it vanished 
mysteriously when neglected by its owner! 

Whatever the fate of that red-covered book, Ghazali never left me entirely. 
Over the years, haltingly and hesitatingly, I started to read selected pages of 
the Resuscitation, often mining it in search of inspiration or ideas in preparation 
for a talk. And gradually, even surreptitiously, this author became an indis- 
pensable companion in my intellectual and existential journey. I offer what 
follows as but one installment — the distance of one way station —in my jour- 
ney with Ghazali. 

My own intellectual journey ranges from early studies in the scholastic Mus- 
lim tradition with grounding in the classical texts of Arabic grammar, litera- 
ture, law, legal theory, theology, philosophy, and logic, among other subjects, 
to an encounter with modern disciplines of the humanities and the social sci- 
ences. In trying to make sense of two intellectual traditions while existentially 
battling racism, colonialism, and imperialism in my own South African com- 
munity, I have had to struggle with several issues and questions. In more than 
one way, this book also maps the way I negotiate these questions in the com- 
pany of Ghazālī. 


Brief Biography 


Known as "al-Gazel" in the Christian West, Ghazali is by far one of the most 
influential thinkers in the world. His enduring legacy has guaranteed his emi- 
nence as an intellectual not only for Islamdom but also beyond it: his relevance 
surpasses the limitations of cultures and creeds. His critical interventions in 
religious thought gave the Muslim intellectual tradition an unprecedented 
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vitality and depth for which he has been canonized over the centuries, even 
though some Muslim intellectuals have viewed — and continue to view — him 
as a contested figure. 

Near the modern city of Mashhad in northern Iran, Abü Hamid Muham- 
mad al-Ghazali was born in 450 A.H./1058-59 A.D. This was some seven years 
before the Battle of Hastings and the Norman Conquest of England. Tis, the 
city of his birth, was particularly poor; it had been ravaged by severe drought 
and consequent famine for several years.” Ghazali was born to a modest house- 
hold; his father probably derived his income from vending wool, which may 
explain the attribution ghazza/ (wool spinner or vendor) in his family name. 
Others speculate that the attribution refers to an unidentified village of the 
same name. 

There have been as many Ghazalis as there have been readers of this major 
figure. The popular version of Ghazali as the man who encounters doubt and 
dramatically changes the direction of his life is a thrilling account, immortal- 
izing his ideas and his sterling contributions to religious thought. In many 
parts of today’s Muslim world, Ghazali is a household name, while in some 
other locations people have only a vague recollection or memory of him as an 
renowned scholar or a pious figure. By his critics, Ghazālī is also viewed as 
formidable, but formidable for the harm that he has done. They charge that 
it was he who sowed the seeds for some of the most interminable discursive 
aporias in Muslim thought. 

I concur with the well-attested-to view that one can identify at least two 
major phases in the life of Ghazali. The first encompasses his student years in 
Tis, Jurjan, and later in Nisapir. His formative education took place in each 
of these three cities with teachers such as Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Radhkani 
(d. ca. 475/1082) in Tüs and Abü al-Qasim Isma'il b. Mas'ada al-Isma'ili 
(d. 477/1084), who was the leading jurist and scholar among the Shafi‘is in Jur- 
jan.’ There is a good chance that Ghazali either encountered "Abd al-Qahir al- 
Jurjani (d. 471/1078 or 474/1081), a literary critic and an influential language 
theorist of his time, in that city or at least became familiar with Jurjani's ideas, 
since there are unmistakable traces of them in Ghazali's writing. At the Nisa- 
pur branch of the Nizamiya, Ghazali studied with one of the leading schol- 
ars of the time, Imam al-Haramayn ‘Abd al-Malik b. ‘Abd Allah al-Juwayni 
(d. 478/1085), better known as Abū al-Ma'ali al-Juwayni, who held the cele- 
brated chair in Shafi'i law for thirty years. 

Between 478/1085 and 484/1091, a period of roughly seven years, it is not 
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clear what Ghazali was doing. The most reliable accounts suggest that he 
spent these years in the retinue of scholars associated with the leading Saljüq 
wazir, Nizam al-Mulk Aba 'Alt al-Hasan b. Ali al-Tüsi (d. 485/1092). This ex- 
tensive period of apprenticeship culminated in his appointment to a profes- 
sorship in Shāfiī law at the Nizāmīya College in Baghdad, which was founded 
by and named after the same wazir. During this period, Ghazali was extremely 
productive in his scholarship, achieving almost celebrity status from around 
484/1091. It was during this time that he wrote some of his most influential 
texts on Muslim law, political theology, and logic, as well as especially sig- 
nificant critiques of the views of the Muslim philosophers. 

The year 488/1095 turns out to have been Ghazali's annus horribilis. The 
causes of his setback still remain a contentious area in scholarship. The re- 
sult, however, was a debilitating illness during which he exhibited signs of 
depression and intellectual fatigue. He cryptically mentioned some of these 
symptoms in his spiritual testimony, appropriately titled Rescuer from Misguid- 
ance (AL-munqidh min al-dalal). 

When, in the same year, he abruptly abandoned his prestigious professor- 
ship, much to the chagrin of his friends and students, he set out traveling 
in the Islamic East. The second major phase of his career began with these 
life-transforming travels to the cities of Jerusalem, Damascus, and then later 
Makka and Madina in Arabia. During this stage, Ghazali developed an in- 
tense craving for the mystical realm and identified spiritual experience as the 
only path through which he could slake his thirst for certainty and inner peace. 
Throughout this intense struggle with his self, Ghazali continued to write 
large and small treatises on a range of topics. The achievement that crowned 
Ghazālīs sūfī phase was the writing of his magnum opus, Resuscitation of the 
Sciences of Religion, he also wtote notable texts on gnostic piety, legal theoty, 
and theology. 

Around 493/1099-1100, he returned to his native Tüs, where he established 
a süfi lodge and gave tuition to selected students. But much of his time was 
spent in prodigious writing, especially of the Resuscitation. With the exception 
of short trips to Baghdad or nearby regions for meetings with authorities, 
Ghazali during this period had no major distractions except one. That was 
when the wazir, Fakhr al-Mulk (d. 500/1106-7), with the endorsement of the 
Saljiig su/tan, invited him to resume teaching at the Nizdmiya in Nisapür in 
499/1106. That turned out to be for a very short spell, not longer than three 
years, since by 503/1109-10 he was back in Tüs, where he died in 505 /1111. 
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Context 


Ghazali entered an eleventh-century Irano-Semitic, or Persianate, world that 
had already undergone momentous changes. Some sections of his native Per- 
sian society had been converted to Islam from the middle of the seventh cen- 
tury, in the very first century of the rise of Islam. By the time he arrived 
on the scene, Persia had been under substantial Islamic influence for at least 
three centuries, since large numbers of Persians converted to Islam in the 
ninth century.* The Arabicity of Islam gradually displaced Zoroastrianism 
and Manicheanism, once the dominant religions of Persia. It was sign of 
high culture during Ghazali’s time to be knowledgeable in Arabic and about 
the teachings of the Arab Prophet, while to be knowledgeable in the laws of 
Cyrus was less important. Yet Persianate culture was not totally effaced; it 
insinuated its way back into Islamic thought, as Ghazali’s work on occasion 
demonstrates. 

Innumerable converts from China and India, of the Turkic races of the 
Mongolian steppes, from Africa, and even some from the Iberian Peninsula 
of Europe made up the mélange of the new faces of Islam. Each one of these 
groups brought with it its peculiar and particular articulations of the rapidly 
growing faith. The Pax Islamica had by then truly created an empire cover- 
ing diverse parts of the globe and different nations, ethnicities, cultures, lan- 
guage groups, and economic and political environments. Those who articu- 
lated and explained Islam were no longer only Arabs; non-Arabs like Ghazali 
also played a prominent role. No less an authority than the Tunis-born histo- 
rian and sociologist ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldün (d. 784/1382) credits non- 
Arab intelligentsia with making up the largest number of those who shaped 
and determined the intellectual legacy of Islam.° 

Ghazali came on the stage about five centuries after the Prophet Muham- 
mad had proclaimed his message of monotheism to the world from the desert 
sands of Arabia. As such, he was born at the midpoint of Islam’s march to a 
millennium —a fact that did not go unnoticed by Ghazali and his admirers, 
who kept an eye on charismatic figures, casting them as those who renewed 
the faith at the beginning of every hundred years of the Muslim calendar. 
Furthermore, not only had the intellectual tradition of Islam undergone pro- 
found changes over the intervening five centuries, but Ghazali too became a 
changed man within a few decades in his life. 

His portrait is multifaceted. He was a person committed to many political 
and intellectual causes. But his embrace of law, politics, mysticism, and phi- 


8 | Introduction 


losophy did not follow a uniform path. His was a complex psychology, a life 
pattern that did not yield to the Homeric orderly succession and alteration of 
emotions. It was more akin to the “simultaneous existence of various layers 
of consciousness and the conflict between them.”® If the unpredictability of 
life shapes the career of a great person, then it is significant that Ghazalr's life 
was radically unpredictable and followed no logical pattern. Above all, one 
would be hard pressed to argue, as some have tried to do, that Ghazali fol- 
lowed a middle-of-the-road position in his several ventures." 


A Milieu of Scholars and Intellectuals 


Ghazali was severely critical of the scholars of his day, whom he charged with 
abdicating their responsibility to perform their role as “heirs of the proph- 
ets.” ê As his own life turned toward the austere and mystical, his judgment of 
the scholars became increasingly critical, even entirely deprecatory. Despite 
their bias, Ghazali's observations of the scholarly milieu provide us with some 
clues about the intellectual environment and how he saw it. It is worth citing 
some of his more passionate jeremiads: “The guides for the road [to salva- 
tion] are the learned,” he notes, “who are the heirs of the prophets.” But, he 
adds, the “times are devoid of them.” With oracular force, he laments: 


Only the superficial among them remain, and those too, Satan has ovet- 
come and lured to iniquity. Each one of them is preoccupied with his own 
immediate interests, to the point that he views the good to be evil and the 
evil to be good. The result is that knowledge of religion has disappeared, 
extinguishing therewith the torch of guidance in all parts of the globe. They 
duped the people into believing that there was no knowledge except gov- 
ernment decrees,’ on which judges rely in order to settle disputes when the 
mobs riot. [What remains, are those scholars] who through polemics seek 
to attain glory by way of triumph in debate or in refuting [an opponent] or 
in producing flowery prose, with which the preacher gradually tries to win 
favor with the populace. Without these three goals, they can find no other 
means to attain illegal profit and earthly wealth."° 


Ghazali paints a corrosive picture of the scholars of his day. Intellectuals, 
he argues, are motivated by self-interest (aghrad ), yet they continue to delude 
themselves into believing that their nefarious motives are consistent with reli- 
gion and religiosity." “Among those engaged in delivering sermons and lec- 
tures, in performing the duties of judgeship and acting as official preachers, 


Introduction | 9 


as well as among those occupying different levels of leadership,” he continues 
relentlessly, “one will surely find those who follow their lusts.” Reflecting on 
their motives, he adds: “They will pretend nevertheless, that their true motive 
is religious, claiming that they are motivated by the desire to earn rewards [in 
the hereafter] and that they truly wish to vie with one another in matters of 
religion. But, [in fact,] this is nothing but the height of idiocy and vanity.” ” 

Ghazali was not the only respectable figure to hold such unflattering views 
about scholar-jurists. If we read his opinion together with the comments of 
two prominent predecessors, we get a better commentary on the spirit of the 
intellectual milieu. The first writer preceded Ghazali by more than a century, 
and the second died when Ghazali was only an infant. Abi al-Hasan al-‘Amiti 
(d. 381/992), in a political treatise, Publicizing the Virtues of Islam (ALiTam bi 
managib al-Islam), says something almost akin to what Ghazali later said about 
his fellow scholar-jurists. “The jurists have now made it their purpose to lord 
over the common people to curry favor with the authorities,” observes “Amiri, 
“in order to gain control over the property of the powerless, and to invalidate 
at will the rights of others.” He continues ruefully: “Therefore, their craft, 
which once deserved praise, now attracts blame, in fulfillment with the word 
of God: “Woe to those who pray, but who do not care for it, who make a show 
[of loyalty], but refuse to support [it]. "^? 

But it is the breathtaking humanist poet Abd al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arti (d. 449/ 
1057) who writes with a certain chastity when he does parody the religious 
scholars of his day in his Lugamiyat: 


They recite their sacred books, although [the fact informs me] 
that these are fiction from first to last 

O Reason, thou [alone] speakest the truth. Then perish the fools 
Who forged the [religious] traditions or interpreted them! 

A rabbi is no heretic among his disciples, 
If he sets a high price on stories which he invented 

He only desired to marry women 
And amass riches by his lies. 

Softly! Thou has been deceived, honest man as thou art, 
By a cunning knave who preaches to the women. 

Amongst you in the morning he says that wine is forbidden, but 
He makes a point of drinking it himself in the evening." 


Flaunting his skepticism, Ma'arri diagnoses a moral weakness among pub- 
lic preachers and scholars of religion, a point of view that Ghazali later en- 
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dorsed. Ghazali makes a similar complaint: that the jurists and scholars gave 
disproportionate attention to the texts of the law, expediently seeking finan- 
cial rewards at the expense of spiritual commitment. 

Ghazali did not condemn all the scholars. In fact, he acknowledged those 
who were “truly learned” and who espoused the nobility that knowledge 
brings, praising those who comprehended the true meaning of the word “dis- 
cernment” ( figh), a term usually used to refer to positive law. He went on 
to say that proper discernment means seeking the path to salvation and suc- 
cess in the hereafter. The “prattling wearers of flowing robes” (as he mock- 
ingly refers to the pretentious scholar-jurists in his savage broadsides) and 
the preachers of his day were too obsessed, he thought, with the minutiae of 
the law and legal controversies.'^ It was not surprising, given their misplaced 
interest, that they failed to grasp the deeper meaning of the Qur'an and piety, 
unlike the scholars of early Islam. Ghazali designates the comprehension of 
these meanings as a form of enlightened discernment (éafaqquh)."" 

Ghazali laments the lack of intellectual independence and integrity on the 
part of the scholars. They cannot meet the demands of their calling as torch- 
bearers of prophetic knowledge. Ultimately, only prophetic knowledge can 
illuminate the path to true emancipation. Most scholars, he notes, are syco- 
phants, groveling at the feet of political leaders, displaying egotistical behav- 
ior, driven by insatiable materialism. The passion with which Ghazali speaks 
about his peers gives one the impression that he based his writing on personal 
observation. 

However, there was something subtle lurking behind his jeremiads against 
those entrusted with the guardianship of the intellectual legacy of religion. 
Despite his negativity toward the scholars of religion, he nevertheless recog- 
nized the important place of religion in the engineering of society. In this 
sense, the intellectual functionaries of religion did indeed serve as a crucial 
index of the moral pulse and well-being of society. His dim view of the schol- 
atly classes and jurists must be seen in the light of his own conversion and his 
deep disenchantment with their intellectual orientation, which he had in part 
abandoned; in more than one sense, he was both an insider of and an outsider 
to the institutions of his time. His condemnation of the scholars of his day 
should not be taken to mean that all intellectuals were utterly remiss in their 
social functions. None other than his own professor, Juwayni, had to flee per- 
secution in Khurasan and seek exile in Makka for several years for speaking 
truth to power. Juwayni’s ostensible offense was his refusal to give obeisance 
to certain authority figures within the Saljüq administration. 


Introduction | u 


Similarly, it would be improper to issue a blanket dismissal of the political 
classes as essentially corrupt, proffering these selective snapshots as evidence. 
For, despite their autocratic style of governance and their insatiable desire for 
power, the expedient Saljiiqs did have a sense of respect for the rule of law. 
Even on those occasions when the Saljüqs intended to manipulate political 
institutions to their advantage, they did so using legal means. To this end, 
they would mobilize and secure a legal opinion ( fatwa) in order to justify a 
particular change. Or they would co-opt the educated classes by bestowing 
honorifics on judges and scholars or commissioning them to perform certain 
public functions as advisors, envoys, and mediators. Ghazālī's disparaging re- 
marks that some scholars were predisposed to issuing rulings that conformed 
to the wishes of authority may have referred to these legitimating activities. 
Indirectly, the remarks suggest that the Saljüqs adhered to the rule of law and 
recognized that the legal system and its functionaries carried weight, affirm- 
ing that it was essential to the proper functioning of society for the scholar- 
jurists to have a modicum of authority. 

For instance, during the bitter rivalry between the sons of the Saljiiq su/tan 
Malikshah (d. 485/1092) over the su//auate, one son, Barkyaruq (d. 498/1105), 
dispatched two gadis, Abt al-Muzaffar al-Jurjani and Abi al-Faraj Ahmad al- 
Hamadhani (d. 525/1131), in 497/1104 to negotiate a truce with his brother 
Muhammad." As occupants of a high office and persons of prestige and au- 
thority, the gadis were often seen as interlocutors and defenders of the people’s 
rights when invading armies were about to plunder or assault cities. In Wasit, 
the qadi requested that Barkyaruq's army be restrained. A few years earlier, 
in 495/1101, when there was a conflict between Il-Ghazi, the military gover- 
not (shihna) of Baghdad, and the people of Baghdad, the caliph, Mustazhir, 
delegated a classmate and friend of Ghazali's, Ilkiya al-Harrasi, a professor at 
the Baghdad Nizamiya College, to resolve the conflict between the disputing 
parties. 

The world in which Ghazali moved was indeed in a great deal of politi- 
cal ferment. Together with the intellectual movements, the rise of religious 
colleges, sectarian divisions, and the repeated change of the political guard 
around the caliphate from the Buwayhids to the Saljūgs made up the dispa- 
rate elements of the spirit of the times. Life in the main cities of Khurāsān and 
Baghdād was swathed in a cosmopolitan air: diverse ethnic groups lived side 
by side under the influence of an Arabizing political culture, while Persianate 
culture also flourished, with its own inevitable rhythms of change. Colleges 
and institutions of learning played an important role in these societies, as they 
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produced the core of the bureaucracy and intelligentsia. Despite the politi- 
cal despotism that was commonplace at the time, the Buwayhids, who were 
precursors to the Saljūqs, fostered an intellectual culture that reached a new 
high water mark. Under their rule, the arts, sciences, theology, and philoso- 
phy flourished. That era produced stellar figures, among them poets such as 
Mutanabbi and Ma‘arri and the philosopher Abū ‘Alī Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037). 

The intellectual “renaissance” that took place under the Buwayhids, as 
Adam Mez characterized that period, set the scene for a great deal of intellec- 
tual ferment and creativity to have developed by the time that the Saljüqs be- 
came active in the late fifth /eleventh century." Compared to the Buwayhids, 
the Saljàqs were on the whole less sympathetic to the philosophical sciences; 
nevertheless, they still patronized learning.” The Saljaqs made vast finan- 
cial investments and endowments that entrenched and institutionalized a cos- 
mopolitan intellectual culture. The educational institutions they sponsored 
offered career paths to teaching, scholarship, the judiciary, the bureaucracy, 
and preaching. Given the diversity of roles of the learned scholars ( wama’), 
it is difficult to treat them as a class and offer a uniform description. 


Traces of Ghazali 


A cursory survey will show that the Muslim tradition is saturated with Gha- 
zali’s traces. His influence is to be found in many expressions of Muslim 
thought as a result of the breadth of his scholarship. From the very foun- 
dational texts of the legal tradition to theology, philosophy, mysticism, and 
ethics, Ghazali's footprint is legible on some of the major documents that 
constitute the intellectual record. Few scholars can transcend their immediate 
ideological and contextual limitations as he did. It is a tribute to Ghazali that 
even ideological and sectarian groups outside his own have taken him seri- 
ously. Ghazali’s intellectual output not only influences and shapes a variety 
of intellectual trends within the broad tapestry of Muslim thought, it also in- 
fluences thinkers outside the Muslim sphere. 


E 


Despite the gulf between Sunni and Shi theological claims, Ghazili’s leg- 
acy has transcended sectarian boundaries. One of the leading Shi scholars 
of Safawid Persia, Muhsin al-Kashani (d. 1090/1679), also known as Muhsin-i 
Fayd-i Kashani, a student of the famous Mulla Sadra (d. 1050/1640), adapted 
Ghazali’s opus Resuscitation and translated it so that it resonated with Shi‘i sen- 
sibilities. In a multivolume redaction called The Bright Destination (AL-mahaja 


E 


al-bayda’), Kashani made Ghazali's ideas amenable to Shi'i intellectual pur- 
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poses, and this text is still used by scholars in Iran today.^' While he followed 
the structure of the Resuscitation with minor amendments, Kashani found au- 
thentic Shīī sources for the prophetic reports (hadith, pl. ahadith) and replaced 
the weak ones with more appropriate materials from Shīī sources.” 

Even some of Ghazali’s fiercest critics, like the fastidious Hanbali moral- 
ist and chronicler ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200) of the Ayyà- 
bid period, who could barely tolerate Ghazali's broad-gauged epistemology, 
conceded the value of his scholarship. For all his vehemence, Ibn al-Jawzi 
actually took the trouble to summarize elements of the Resuscitation into an 
epitome, which he titled Path of the Trutb-Seekers (Minhāj al-gāsidīn).” Likewise, 
the polemical Ibn Taymiya (d. 728/1328), who excotiated Ghazali for his ex- 
cessive infatuation with Hellenic thought, admitted that the underlying mes- 
sage of his wotk is consistent with the canons of Muslim teachings, namely 
the Qur’ān and Sunna. It is precisely the intellectual gravitas of Ghazali's work 
that compels people to engage him even when they hold contradictory opin- 
ions about the value of his voluminous output. 

Outside Muslim circles, the impact of Ghazali’s ideas on other intellec- 
tual traditions still awaits a more nuanced and critical assessment. However, 
one of the first people in Europe to acknowledge his debt to Ghazali was the 
Majorcan theologian and philosopher Ramon Lull (1232-1316). This extraor- 
dinary nobleman-turned-evangelist wrote almost three hundred works, large 
and small, in Latin, Arabic, and Catalan in pursuit of his life’s goal of pro- 
moting the Christian faith.” Lull’s scholastic thirst has earned him a con- 
tentious reputation as a broad-gauged scholar. His interest in logic and 
Aristotelian demonstration in particular led him to Ghazali.^ Indeed, his first 
writing on logic, which accents its popular, natural, and moralizing themes, 
was titled Compendium Logicae Algazelis, a book he probably wrote around 
1275.75 

In fact, the Compendium has more than a titular link to Ghazali. It is an 
adaptation of Ghazali's Goals of the Philosophers (Magqasid al-falasifa). The Goals 
was translated into Latin, probably as early as 1151, certainly between 1151 and 
1166, by Dominicus Gundissalinus and a group of other scholars working in 
Toledo. Intellectual contact between Baghdad and the non-Muslim scholars 
of Toledo must have been remarkably brisk and efficient for such a work to 
have been translated within less than fifty years of the death of Ghazali. What 
Lull found attractive in Ghazali was the common intellectual passion each of 
them pursued in his own way. 

For even though Ghazali studied logic and philosophy in a combative 
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mode, his main purpose was to integrate the methodology of the logicians 
into the study of theology in order to support religious doctrines as a means to 
illuminate the discourse of religion. Lull had a similar agenda. He was search- 
ing for a unique dialectical system known as the Great Universal Art, which 
was “neither material nor formal in any recognized logical sense, but rather 
spiritual in a broadly theological sense of ‘speaking about God.’””’ It is there- 
fore not surprising that Lull felt an affinity for Ghazali’s work, since the latter 
was in search of every intellectual artifice that could fortify the Muslim dis- 
cursive tradition in a grand and coherent epistemic framework. 

A growing scholarship suggests that Ghazali may have had a larger influ- 
ence in European scholastic circles than our current knowledge of intellec- 
tual history acknowledges. There are suggestions that Saint Thomas Aquinas 
may have known of Ghazālī's works and studied them.” The Egyptian scholar 
Mahmid Hamdi Zaqzüq points out that there is a remarkable similarity and 
coincidence in the approach of Ghazali and that of the French philosopher 
René Descartes (1596-1650), especially in the way in which philosophical ques- 
tions tortured both men. Both took recourse to doubt at first but then fol- 
lowed different paths to ascertain what knowledge is and how we come to 
“know” with certainty.” 

However, in the modern period, there has been an equal fascination with 
Ghazali on the part of Western scholars ranging from serious students of cul- 
ture and philosophy to orientalists and Christian missionaries who found him 
compelling for a variety of reasons and motives. Duncan B. Macdonald (1863- 
1943), once a professor at Hartford Theological Seminary in Connecticut, was 
one of a handful of American scholars who took an interest in Islam, with a 
specific focus on Ghazālī. In 1899, he published an essay on Ghazali that had 
a particular resonance with occidental scholars of Islam.” Refining the orien- 
talist approach of making backhanded insults, Macdonald confidently noted: 
“The difference in the Oriental is not essentially religiosity, but the lack of the 
sense of law. For him, there is no immovable order of nature.” ** Understand- 
ing Macdonald’s approach to Ghazali requires that one grasp his Manichean 
dichotomy of being and existence, which posits an unbridgeable distance be- 
tween self and other, occidental and oriental, and Christian and Muslim. 

For Macdonald, the distinctions were marked by an essential difference be- 
tween the oriental and the occidental mind. The way in which the occidental 
mind is superior to the oriental mind — whatever that essential mind in either 
case might be—is not conceived of in terms of how each perceives faith and 
imagines the divine. Rather, it is premised on the preposterous generaliza- 
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tion that two polar civilizations, namely Islamicate and Christian /Western, 
have different attitudes toward knowledge and law. Macdonald triumphantly 
asserts that “it is not really faith that is in question here, but knowledge; it is 
not the attitude to God, but the attitude to law.” He continues: “The essen- 
tial difference in the oriental mind is not credulity as to the unseen things, 
but inability to construct a system as to seen things.” ** With such unsubstan- 
tiated, magisterial wisdom, all orientals are dispatched to perpetual doom in 
an atomistic universe, and more: they are cast as congenitally and culturally 
predisposed to such flaws, so that they are believed to be unable to conjugate 
an empirical system based on observation. It is only, in Macdonald's view, the 
occidentals, by dint of their intellectual superiority, who have the capacity to 
apprehend complexity. 

What really troubled Macdonald was that ethical and legal knowledge in 
Islam is rigidly construed. Of course, in his view, the overall weakness lay in 
Muslim epistemology. He believed that Muslim constructions of knowledge 
lacked the tenacity of a natural law—in other words, that they were bereft of 
a rational law. This, in turn, implied that Muslim dialectical theology (Aal/am) 
was based on the irrational, a proposition that is as preposterous as it is false. 
Surprisingly, he failed to recall that earlier he had acknowledged that Ghazali 
in particular made a tenacious defense of natural law and admitted to notions 
of causality even though many of his critics claimed he subscribed to a notion 
of probable causes, not necessary causes.” 

The bulk of Macdonald’s work blends documentation with a torrent of 
condescending ad hominem remarks, and in the whole of Muslim history he 
found that only one person could have saved Islam or come close to it, namely, 
Ghazali. With a penchant for hyperbole, he said that it was Ghazali who once 
again built up the “breaches in the Muslim Zion, and that Islam exists still is 
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largely due to him."?* Just as it is necessary in all colonial projects to differen- 
tiate between the good native and the bad native, such too is the case in the 
contestation for knowledge. Therefore, the “good” Muslim is the colonized 
one, who is represented in heroic terms; Ghazali is no doubt a victim of colo- 
nial historiography. 

Macdonald even erroneously insisted that in Ghazali's hands "theology 
took its final form,” adding that “the Church of Muhammad owes it to his 
strange experiences in personal religion.” Macdonald was relentless in his 
single-minded pursuit: “What rigidity of grasp the hand of Islam would have 
exercised but for the influence of al-Ghazzali might be hard to tell.” With an 
ait of relief, he observed that Ghazali saved Islam “from scholastic decrepi- 


16 | Introduction 


tude, and opened before the orthodox Muslim the possibility of a life hid in 
God.”*® 

Reductionist analyses anticipate even more reductive solutions: one scholar 
can fix Islam, or one savior redeem an entire “civilization” called Islam. It is 
hard to imagine that orientalists like Macdonald could conceive of the Mus- 
lim discursive tradition as anything but a fetish. Regrettably, he was not the 
last scholar to make a fetish of an intellectual tradition; several contemporary 
“insiders” also do the same. 

With what deafening frequency does one hear claims that the fastidious ad- 
herence to the most literal mutation of Islamic law (sharia) is the panacea for 
all ills in Muslim society? And what Edward Said has identified as the bane of 
otientalism — its inability to view its discipline critically and engage in self- 
critique — applies equally to certain sections of doctrinaire Muslim tradition- 
alism. Beyond self-critique, there is a need to pose and seek answers to the 
all-important questions that help us explain the production of human labor, 
the role of power, and the roles of men and women in society in different ages 
and under variable material conditions.?^ 

Some of Ghazali's occidental admirers frequently construed him either as 
a crypto-Christian or as a Muslim who had deep sympathies for Christianity. 
What they found particularly gratifying is this parallel: Ghazali interrogated 
the purposes of the law just as Jesus of Nazareth questioned the salience of 
Jewish law. Christian missionaries, orientalists, and colonial administrators 
alike found the Muslim commitment to law (sharia) and ritual almost incom- 
prehensible. For surely, they believed, this commitment was different from 
Protestant and secular perceptions of religion. Obviously, it did not occur to 
them that orthodox Judaism, like Islam, also requires a commitment to law 
(halakha). Part of what makes Ghazali an attractive candidate for study by ori- 
entalists and missionaries is that he at one level appeared to question the for- 
malistic application of the law at the cost of suffocating the ethical purpose of 
law. This emanated from Ghazali's stinging criticism of his contemporaries’ 
attitudes toward the law. However, his solution was not to abandon the law — 
much to the disappointment of his orientalist admirers—but to transform 
the disposition of the adherent toward the law. Macdonald was obviously dis- 
appointed that Ghazali, in the end, did not reform the law to the point of 
entirely reducing it to esoteric and interior sentiment. 

Macdonald’s consuming interest in Muslim thought inspired an early- 
twentieth-century American missionary, Samuel M. Zwemer, to study Gha- 
zali. Zwemer was a renowned figure in international and Middle Eastern 
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Christian missionary circles. Relying primarily on Macdonald's fundamental 
assumptions while making some rudimentary additional remarks, he wrote 
a book titled A Moslem Seeker after God. Most curious indeed is the subtitle 
of this book: Showing Islam at Its Best in the Life and Teaching of al-Ghazali, Mys- 
tic and Theologian of the Eleventh Century. Let us not forget, Zwemer reminded 
his readers, that “Islam is the prodigal son, the Ishmael, among the non- 
Christian religions.” *’ Elaborating his motives for studying Ghazali, who in 
his view represented “Islam at its best,” Zwemer explained why this Muslim 
figure has pure instrumental value: 


There is a real sense in which al-Ghazali may be used as a schoolmaster to 
lead Moslems to Christ. His books were full of references to the teaching 
of Christ. He was a true seeker after God. . . . No one can read the story of 
al-Ghazali's life, so near and yet so far from the Kingdom of God, eager to 
enter and yet always groping for the doorway, without fervently wishing 
that al-Ghazali could have met a true ambassador of Christ. Then surely 
this great champion of the Moslem faith would have become an apostle of 
Christianity in his own day and generation. By striving to understand al- 
Ghazali we may at least better fit ourselves to help those who, like him, are 
earnest seekers after God amid the twilight shadows of Islam. His life also 
has a lesson for us all in its devout Theism and in its call to the practice of 
the Presence of God.** 


Reticence was certainly not one of Zwemet’s weaknesses! He candidly tells 
us what Ghazali means to his missionary cause: Ghazali was a theist, but not 
saved; he enjoyed the experience of the divine while only groping for the door- 
way; he reached some mini-kingdom yet was deprived of the imperial king- 
dom. Unspoken, though, is the feeling that Ghazali is not relevant in his own 
right; instead, he serves as a heuristic category of Muslim who can be prose- 
lytized and delivered from the “twilight shadows of Islam” to the imperial 
kingdom of Christ. In short, Zwemet’s missionary cause resonates with the 
imperial and colonial tropes: the Other has no intrinsic value. The Other is a 
utilitarian means for achieving the higher ends of the colonial and mission- 
ary self or selves. For this reason, Ghazali was crassly colonized for Zwemet’s 
higher ends. 

There is no gainsaying that Ghazali did carefully and frequently cite and 
elaborate on the teachings of Jesus. In fact, if his insights are properly ar- 
ticulated, they can serve as an ecumenical bridge between Islam and Chris- 
tianity, one that could lead to a more productive understanding between the 
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two Abrahamic traditions. But it is precisely this potential that eluded the 
missionary, for such an inclusive approach was antithetical to the exclusivist 
notions of religion held by Zwemer. 

A later generation of historians and scholars of Arabic in the orientalist tra- 
dition attempted to deepen our understanding of Ghazali. Foremost among 
them was Miguel Asin Palacios (1871-1944), a Spanish scholar who wrote a 
monumental work, La espiritualidad de Algazel y su sentido Cristiano (Ghazals 
Spirituality and Its Christian Meaning). Like his predecessors, Asin Palacios was 
obsessed to point out the Christian roots of Ghazali's thinking. In so doing, 
he gave less attention to Ghazalr's original contributions. Asín Palacios was 
oblivious to the fact that cosmopolitan cultural environments of the kind that 
Ghazali inhabited actively promote reciprocal influences that prompt new be- 
ginnings without detracting from intellectual originality. Farid Jabre is cer- 
tainly right to point out that Asín Palacios's repeated attempts to find Chris- 
tian equivalents for Ghazali's thought have been singularly unhelpful.” Asin 
Palacios’s work illustrates the preoccupation of a generation of orientalist 
scholars for whom Ghazili’s relevance only made sense when his ideas reso- 
nated with Christian sensibilities. 

The Dutch scholar Arent J. Wensinck claimed that he would break the pat- 
tern of attitudes toward Ghazali created by some of his Euro-American prede- 
cessors. He declared that his goal was to go beyond inquiries that only focused 
on borrowings by Muslim scholars from other cultural traditions and on the 
search for "origins" and "influences" on Muslim scholarship. Wensinck then 
placed Ghazali within the context of the three major theological and philo- 
sophical systems of the oriental Middle Age, namely, Islam, Christianity, and 
Neoplatonism. 

Despite his noble intentions, Wensinck’s study ended up reiterating what 
several of his predecessors had already said, namely, that Ghazali was unmis- 
takably influenced by Christian and Neoplatonic thought.*° However, Wen- 
sinck went a little further and made the astonishing claim that as a theologian 
Ghazali was a Muslim, as a thinker and a man of science he was Neoplatonic, 
and as a moralist and mystic he was a Christian." Whether this conclusion 
suggests that Ghazali was a multifaceted genius or a charlatan is unclear, but 
what is certain is that the analogies are indeed limiting, even apart from their 
unspoken subtext. 

The American historian of Islamicate civilization Marshall Hodgson has 
been extremely judicious and helpful in unveiling the underlying flaw that 
marks the kinds of analyses I have highlighted above. He draws our atten- 
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tion to what he calls the “precommitments” that scholars bring to their sub- 
ject matter.** Those scholars who are Christian or who come from a Christian 
background, like Macdonald and Zwemer, think they are eminently qualified 
to judge a rival tradition. When they do pass judgment, then Islam is always 
viewed as Christianity manqué. Islam, for such scholars, remains a truncated 
version of Christian truth. 

Furthermore, Hodgson points out, such scholars bring a value judgment to 
their scholarship and implicitly suggest that Muslims cannot grasp the whole 
ot essential truth of Christianity." This characterization by Hodgson is al- 
most tailor-made to rebut the propositions made by Macdonald and Zwemer. 
Even the French orientalist Louis Massignon, renowned for his sophistica- 
tion and dedication to scholarship on Muslim topics, could not see Islam, 
Hodgson points out, except as “a spiritual exile, veiled from divine presence, 
yet through that very exile charged with a special witness to bear.” * Hodg- 
son’s sober prosecution is damning. 

Meticulous investigation in modern scholarship has advanced our under- 
standing of certain works attributed to Ghazali. Studies by R. Gosche, 
Maurice Bouyges, and Farid Jabre have been followed by those of William 
Montgomery Watt, George F. Hourani, Kojito Nakamura, and Nasrullah 
Pourjawadi.* There have also been useful systematic studies such as those 
by J. Obermann, Henri Laoust, and Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, to mention but a 
few.** More recent studies by Eric Ormsby, I. Bello, Kevin Reinhart, Richard 
Frank, David Burrell, Mustafa Abu Sway, Mustafa Hogga, Farouk Mitha, 
Timothy J. Gianotti, and Daniel Shaw have taken Ghazalian scholarship sev- 
eral steps further through comparative studies or more critical readings of 
specific themes.*” In many respects, Watt together with Laoust and, to a lesser 
extent, Wensinck made the first efforts to place Ghazalian scholarship within 
the realm of intellectual history and the sociology of religion. 

Extensive and highly differentiated contributions have been made to Gha- 
zàlian studies in a number of non-European languages ranging from Arabic, 
Persian, and Turkish to Urdu, Malay, and Hausa, to mention but a few. As 
these works are too numerous to document here, suffice it to say that they have 
grown into a monumental archive.** Shibli Nu‘mani, Zaki Mubarak, Sulay- 
man Dunya, and, more recently, ‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinkūb, followed by the 
impressive Nasrullah Pourjawadi, have all made unique contributions to ad- 
vance our understanding of Ghazali in the annals of Muslim thought.” 

Zaki Mubārak’s Ethics according to al-Ghazali (Al-akhlag ‘inda al-Ghazal) is a 
somewhat polemical and provocative work that had a very controversial re- 
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ception in Egypt. Written in the first quarter of the twentieth century as a doc- 
toral dissertation, it caused major controversy and outrage. Mubarak raised 
several critical questions about Ghazili’s intellectual project, questioned his 
motives for challenging the philosophers, lamented his silence regarding the 
Crusader attacks on Muslim lands, and disapproved of his unqualified com- 
mitment to süfism. He was not reluctant to pass judgment on Ghazali’s in- 
tentions, and at times he stridently dismissed both Ghazali’s asceticism and 
his aesthetics. For Mubarak, twentieth-century Enlightenment rationalism 
was the standard by which every statement of Ghazali was to be evaluated. 
In doing so, he demonstrated a complete inability to register the tonality of 
the different narrative strategies employed in Muslim literature over the ages. 
The entire debate then took an unfortunate turn when some zealous religious 
figures in Egypt issued accusations of heresy and anathema (/#&/ir) in order to 
excommunicate and silence Mubarak for daring to air his views. The zealots, 
unfortunately, did Ghazali no favors and perhaps only harmed the legacy of a 
figure who tried to prevent accusations of heresy in intra-Muslim discourse. 

Someone who does not hesitate to dethrone Ghazili’s reputation, even em- 
ploying scurrilous charges to do so, is the Egyptian scholar ‘Abd al-Da'im 
al-Ansātī. In Confessions of Ghazal (I'tirafat al-Ghazai), Ansari almost literally 
adopts the Orwellian idea that saints should be judged guilty until they are 
proved innocent. He vehemently rejects the standard account of Ghazili’s 
conversion to mysticism. Ansari presents the strangest of arguments, accus- 
ing Ghazali of bad faith, and he charges him with inventing his identity as a pi- 
etist. Arguing from very atomistic readings of Rescuer from Misguidance, Ansati 
boldly claims that Ghazali never experienced a personal transformation. He 
offers a number of explanations as to why he thinks Ghazali invented false 
identities and concocted lies about himself. Desperate to attain piety and wis- 
dom that eluded him, an aging Ghazali, alleges Ansari, faked his desires and 
compiled Rescuer as a heuristic and voyeuristic statement about religiosity. A 
confident Ansari says that he can substantiate his contrarian views by means 
of rigorous logic. 

By contrast, the Iranian scholar "Abd al-Husayn Zarrinküb used his finely 
honed analytical skills to write a landmark biography of Ghazali that is both 
elegant and comprehensive. The author meticulously consulted a variety of 
sources and integrated the materials with a historian’s sophistication into a 
flowing narrative. The Escape from the Madrasa (Alfirar min al-madrasa) is a seri- 
ous and critical study. It does not suffer from excessive adoration for Ghazali, 
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not does the author indulge in a relentless hermeneutic of suspicion without 
evidence to substantiate his doubts. The main feature of Zarrinküb's book is 
its value as an epitome. It gracefully consolidates the insights generated in 
Ghazalian scholarship during the past half a century and tells the story in a 
lucid and engaging style. 


Reception of Ghazali in Contemporary Islam 


Ghazali has as many admirers as he has opponents. In the broad spectrum of 
traditionalist scholarship, he occupies a reverential, almost iconic status. The 
outrage expressed by the mandarins of Egyptian orthodoxy about Zaki Mu- 
barak's critique of Ghazālī in the early part of the twentieth century is perhaps 
the best illustration that some admirers esteem him to the point of believing 
him infallible. This occurs notwithstanding the fact that the legacy of Ghazali 
is incontestably caught in the crosshairs of competing notions of orthodoxies 
as well as of competing reformist religious, cultural, and political agendas. 

The other intellectual trend with which the Ghazalian legacy has to con- 
tend within contemporary Islam is the puritan outlook, broadly character- 
ized as salafism. Salafism is in large part the inspiration behind nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century Islamic revivalism. Sa/afism is a generic term, depicting a 
school of thought that takes the pious ancestors (a/-salaf al-salih) of the patris- 
tic period of early Islam as exemplary models. Often, salafism is accompanied 
by shades of literalism, though one cannot generalize this to be a universal 
feature of all salafi thought. 

Modern iterations of salafism draw largely from the fourteenth-century 
intellectual giant Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiya and his student Ibn Qayyim al- 
Jawziya (d. 751/1350). Needless to say, each of these figures has cast a long 
shadow on the Muslim intellectual tradition. The Arab reformist figure Mu- 
hammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1206/1792), whose teachings, known as Wah- 
habism, are current in today’s Saudi Arabia, also claimed to have been inspired 
by the teachings of Ibn Taymiya. 

If Ghazali ever had a trenchant early critic, it was Ibn Taymiya. He and Ibn 
Qayyim al-Jawziya had major epistemic and methodological differences with 
Ghazali. For them, knowledge and identity were inseparable. In radical salafi 
quarters in the modern period, there is little appreciation, let alone admira- 
tion, for the intellectual labors of Ghazali. This is despite the fact that Gha- 
zali, too, ironically, evoked the memory of the pious ancestors as his models 
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of authority from time to time.” However, moderate and more savvy salafis 
maintain a prudent silence and distance from Ghazali without offering vitu- 
perative criticism.” 

Not all reformist intellectuals who identify themselves with certain 
shades of salafism have failed to engage constructively with Ghazili’s legacy. 
Nineteenth- and twentieth-century Muslim reformers from Jamal al-Din al- 
Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) to Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi 
al-Dimashqi (d. 1914) and Rashid Rida (d. 1935) included Ghazali as one of their 
reference points and authorities despite his differences with Ibn Taymiya, one 
of their heroes. Many of their followers and counterparts in Asia, as well as 
elements within revivalist Muslim social movements ranging from the Mus- 
lim Brotherhood in Egypt to the Jamat-e Islàmi in the Indian subcontinent, 
have acknowledged Ghazili’s legacy. 

Among traditionalists who espouse Islamic mysticism (zasawwuf ), Ghazālī 
is an indispensable advocate and ally. His teachings make piety and the per- 
fection of the inner life a central element of Muslim religious practice and 
thus synchronize well with traditions that take süfism seriously. Thus, Ghazali 
receives wide recognition in the religious institutions of contemporary South 
Asia, Southeast Asia, and Africa. In the Indian subcontinent, Ghazālī enjoys 
a distinguished reputation. Among the Deoband school as well as among its 
archrival, the Barelwi school, Ghazali’s legacy is put to extensive use. Among 
traditionalists, Ghazali is renowned for his teachings on self-formation, piety, 
and ethics. Since pious inculcation is such a crucial component of the edu- 
cational curricula in seminaries in several regions of the Muslim world, his 
writings continue to be significant. Even when his texts are not used in offi- 
cial syllabi, one can detect his indirect influence, perhaps because his works 
ate popular and readily available in vernacular translation. 

In West Africa, Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Habib Allah (d. 1927), better 
known as Shaykh Ahmadu (Amadu) Bamba, the spiritual father of the Muri- 
diya süfis of Senegal, borrowed energetically from Ghazali’s teachings. Much 
later, in the middle of the twentieth century, Shaykh "Abd al-Halīm Mahmūd 
(d. 1978), the rector of al-Azhar, the leading Islamic university in Egypt, ar- 
dently advocated the Ghazalian intellectual legacy and modes of piety.” 

With the rise of Arab nationalism and the accompanying critical introspec- 
tion as to why Arabs and Muslims suffered setbacks before the collapse of 
the Ottoman Empire and especially after the European colonization of Mus- 
lim lands, Ghazali's legacy has come under critical scrutiny. This introspec- 
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tive mood was best captured in the famous treatise of Amit Shakib Arsalan 
(d. 1946), Our Decline and Its Causes. Before him, similar questions were posed 
by the nineteenth-century reformer Jamal al-Din al-Afghani. 

Linear analyses by ideologues and political activists have produced the ana- 
lytical cant that a triumphant Muslim civilization was gradually undone by 
grotesque manifestations of mysticism. Mysticism, they claim, particularly 
affected the popular psyche, which effectively turned Arab societies into hot- 
beds of irrationality and superstition. Among the most recent Arab nation- 
alist intellectual historians and thinkers to repeat this line of thinking is the 
Moroccan thinker Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiti, whose otherwise impressive, 
sober thinking is occasionally skewed by analytical reductionism. 

In a fairly complex analysis of Muslim intellectual history, Jabiti observes 
that the Arabo-Islamic rational discursive tradition, which he calls “conspicu- 
ous elucidation” (bayan), suffered acutely from the intrusion of Hermetic 
gnosticism. This trend, Jabiti points out, was spearheaded by none other than 
the influential thinker and mystic Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857), who cul- 
tivated a new epistemology in a bid to reconcile rational discursivity with 
mystical cognition. In so doing, Muhasibi ushered in a defunct Hermetic 
rationalism that can be identified as the cause for the stunting of the Muslim 
intellectual tradition over time.?* 

Even more damaging than Muņāsibī, and building on his legacy, claims 
Jābirī, were the intrusive intellectual interventions made by Ghazali. The lat- 
ter not only further embedded gnostic thought, he charges, but also cele- 
brated the defunct Hermetic rationality. Jabiri adds that Ghazali irreparably 
wounded the rational and philosophical tradition in eastern Islam, though 
not necessarily in the Islamic West.” Due to the intellectual labors of Gha- 
zali, Jābirī believes, dialectical theology (ka/am) became the counterweight 
to philosophy. And it was Ghazali who inscribed mysticism onto juristic and 
ethical thought ( figh).** 

If philosophy fails to recover, predicts Jabiri, it will be due to Ghazali's 
critique. By declaring the views of the philosophers to be anathema to Mus- 
lim doctrines, Ghazali made it impossible for even the Herculean efforts of 
Ibn Rushd (also called Averroés, d. 595/1198) to resuscitate the Muslim philo- 
sophical tradition. After making this dim assessment, Jabiti poses the hypo- 
thetical questions: “What do you think Arabo-Islamic thought would have 
been like, after Ghazali, if Ghazali had not existed? . . . What would Arabo- 
Islamic civilization have lost, if Ghazali had not written anything?” *’ Jabiti 
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does not directly respond to his own question. He does hint, however, that 
perhaps Ibn Rushd would have provided a greater service to Arabo-Islamic 
thought than did Ghazālī. 

Jābirī is correct when he observes, “The past, by which I mean ideologi- 
cal and political struggles, continues to govern our Arabo-Islamic thought, 
at least to the extent that Ghazālī is present in this legacy.” ** Arab nationalist 
historiographers identify Ghazali as the one responsible for two detrimental 
developments in Muslim intellectual history. First, he is seen as the theorist 
who provided the most eloquent justification for a mysticism that reaches into 
a shari‘a-based discourse. Second, Ghazali critiqued the philosophers and re- 
placed a naturalistic ontology with a theistic theory of being (onto-theology), 
a move that is viewed as the ultimate coup de grace to the adherents of a ratio- 
nalist Muslim epistemology. 

The Egyptian thinker Hasan Hanafi continues this line of critique. He 
holds Ghazali responsible for the defeat of reason in the Muslim intellectual 
tradition. Hanafi believes that Ghazali's ideas are now so hegemonic that they 
serve as an obstacle for reform and transformation. In Hanafi’s words, Gha- 
zali is at the “heart of the bulwark against the free and healthy use of reason." ?? 
Hanafi's remedy is to combat what he believes to be Ghazali's relentless attack 
on the rational sciences — philosophy and rationalism. He is particularly op- 
posed to Ghazali's preference for an intuitive transcendental sensibility, or a 
transcendent aesthetic sensibility (dhawq), over reason in matters of religion.^? 
Richard Khuti agrees. He asserts that Hanafi’s call to confront what he alleges 
to be Ghazālīs retrogressive legacy is intended to provoke a “triumphant new 
critique [that] would awaken a moribund orthodoxy to a modernist outlook 
that affirms the sovereignty of reason and personal or individual freedom.”** 

It is indeed baffling that some strands of Arab historiography can hold one 
person, Ghazali, responsible for initiating the decline of the complex edi- 
fice known as Muslim civilization. While the overgeneralizations and flaws in 
such analyses and conclusions cannot be addressed here, they are most dis- 
tinctive in their stunning reductionism. “The sound analysis of an ignorant 
person does not deserve much praise,” the writer-philosopher Abi Hayyan 
al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1024) reminds us, “while the blunder of an intelligent per- 
son deserves to be seriously deplored.” Skeptical as one may be about the 
Manichean distinctions the analysts make, they also apportion undeserving 
credit to Ghazali in a way that is characteristic of one-man-changes-history 
syndrome. In the Promethean contestation for the soul of Islam in the mod- 
ern period, there are many other elements and many other actors than Ghazali. 
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But his legacy, far from being settled, remains at the center of contestation 


and debate. 


Ghazali as Exemplar 


The central question that must occupy both his admirers and his critics is this: 
What does a twelfth-century Muslim thinker like Abi Hamid al-Ghazali have 
to do with poetics and imagination, subjectivity and citizenship? My own re- 
sponse to this central heuristic question is “Everything.” Even though Gha- 
zali is related to the past, he is equally related to the present and the emer- 
gent Muslim subjectivity. There are faint indications that Muslim thinkers are 
seeking new intellectual paradigms as well as forms of knowledge appropri- 
ate to this emergent subjectivity. Of course, it is a subjectivity that is shaped in 
the shadow of both long-standing Muslim traditions and different iterations 
of modernity. The challenge to any alternate paradigm and emergent subjec- 
tivity is to both retain a fidelity to the past and engage with the present without 
slavishly succumbing to any one— and without ignoring each — reality. Re- 
sponses to this challenge should include a discussion of seminal issues such 
as values and modes of thinking, especially about the way that poetics con- 
strues knowledge as heterogeneous. Each of these issues, among others, and 
in more than one way, relates to both Ghazali and the modern Muslim subject. 

The relevance of Ghazali’s insights to contemporary Muslim intellectual 
struggles becomes even mote crucial if one considers the context of knowl- 
edge production and creativity in the religious imagination. In a nutshell, 
the issues that preoccupy Muslim communities in the twenty-first century re- 
late, among other things, to questions centered on knowledge — otherwise de- 
scribed as the revolution in knowledge — questions of identity, and the place 
and role of ethics. New forms of knowledge are a direct result of the hege- 
mony of modernity. And, in significant ways, the different narratives and 
practices of modernity, wherever and however they reach Muslim societies, 
also rewrite the Muslim self and radically alter the subjectivities of adherents. 
And yet there can be no universal repudiation of modernity and its effects. For 
this reason, it is difficult to issue a value judgment without it being tempered 
by the dialogical relationship between the multiple traditions that communi- 
ties inhabit. 

One of the issues related to change that has exercised me for some time is 
an observation that stems from my reading of classical Islamic texts, whether 


they be law, theology, history, mysticism, or philosophy. When studying 


26 | Introduction 


the ancients, I am struck by the epistemic openness and the liberty with 
which many thinkers and authors energetically engaged with a wide variety 
of knowledge traditions. They did so without allowing the provenance of 
knowledge to be a decisive veto factor. Hence, a good portion of early Mus- 
lim intellectuals were open to the spirit of knowledge, whether it came from 
Greek, Indian, Biblical, or other philosophical traditions. Some strains of 
thought did resist this intellectual orientation, but they were hardly success- 
ful in dampening it. 

This picture contrasts radically with many strains of contemporary Mus- 
lim intellectual thought, especially religious discourse. The provenance of an 
idea or a practice is more significant in contemporary thought than the sub- 
stance of the idea. The prevalence of this condition has not only resulted in 
the atrophy of knowledge, but the process of knowledge production itself has 
suffocated. Knowledge related to religious discourse, such as ethics, law, the- 
ology, and philosophy, is quarantined from intercourse with ideas that have a 
non-Islamic genealogy. Only in the realm of science and technology is knowl- 
edge of a non-Islamic provenance tolerated, since these are viewed as secular 
discourses. This symptomatic response, of course, is partly explicable in the 
light of the harsh aftermath of colonialism and the consequent loss of self- 
confidence among Muslim societies. But any antidote that is prepared exclu- 
sively to cope with the apparent symptoms would indeed be shortsighted and 
might amount to no remedy. In contemporary Muslim discourses, knowl- 
edge and identity questions have become so undifferentiated that the critical 
distance required between an idea and its historical unfolding is collapsed. 
The Muslim subject— in all its varieties — is significantly denied agency to ap- 
propriate ideas by some modes of maximalist (fundamentalist) thinking in its 
modernist, secularist, revivalist, and orthodox guises within contemporary 
Muslim societies. The effect is that the Muslim subject is reduced to being an 
automaton of authoritarianism.” 

But this rewriting of the self does not occur passively. The self is rewritten 
in the cauldron of intense struggles within Muslim societies. The inherited 
Muslim knowledge traditions encounter newer traditions of modernity, pro- 
ducing complex, overlapping, and heterogeneous modes of knowledge. Some 
of these struggles for the recuperation of the self, society, and history have be- 
come visible in highly dramatized spectacles. However, it is well known that 
most of the critical issues facing Muslim societies are disguised by epiphenom- 
ena that do not readily reveal the underlying causes and unresolved tensions. 

Many of these questions and concerns form the backdrop of my treading 
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of the archeology of Ghazali’s thought. I argue that Ghazali’s legacy is an 
imaginative work of tradition. In his own complex space, or the dih/z, the 
intermediate space or the threshold space that Ghazali identified — one with 
intersecting boundaries and heterogeneous notions of practices and time —he 
forged different narratives of religion. These narratives were the outcome of 
his encounter with both inherited and contemporary forms of knowledge.“ 

Indispensable to Ghazali's project was the notion of a dialogical imagina- 
tion: a sense that all meaning is part of a greater whole and that the different 
parts of meaning constantly interact with each other irrespective of whether 
those meanings are held by believer or unbeliever, agnostic or mystic, male or 
female, friend or foe. In fact, it would not be incorrect to say that to a large ex- 
tent Ghazali partially resisted Parmenides' insistence on the unity of thought 
and being, or the unity of knowledge and identity. In so doing, he dented 
the Platonic link between ontology and epistemology. But he was also, in my 
view, a courageous bricoleur, one who creatively managed to put to work dif- 
ferent ideas in a coherent framework for himself, for his society, and for the 
community that he served. 

Ghazālī did his creative work on the eve of the most catastrophic onslaught 
experienced in the late-eleventh-century Muslim world: the beginning of the 
European Crusades against Muslim territories in the Islamic East. The paral- 
lels between his world and our twenty-first-century universe provide the in- 
gredients for painful but sobering irony. Just as Ghazali was dealing with for- 
midable intellectual and political challenges, so too do postcolonial Muslims, 
whether they are resident in Jakarta or Jersey City, Calcutta or Casablanca, face 
enormous challenges. Some of these challenges include questions of identity, 
poverty, and governance, compounded by fears of domination by globaliz- 
ing, late-capitalist economies that shore up the fortunes of Atlantic powers. 
These challenges exist separately from and in addition to the momentous mili- 
tary and economic standoffs that we witness between the United States and its 
European allies on the one side and political groups and nations in the Mus- 
lim world on the other. 

Keeping in mind a snapshot of our immediate realities in a cosmopolitan 
world with ambiguous globalizing tendencies, I believe there is something we 
can learn from Ghazali's ideas and experiences. He left for posterity a legacy 
that has for nearly nine centuries inspired millions of Muslim adherents but 
that also left a mark on the Jewish and Christian scholastic traditions of the 
medieval world. Ghazali's relevance is not so much in the substance of his 
ideas, since we recognize that our world and his are so distant as to be almost 
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irreconcilable in some crucial aspects. His relevance primarily lies in the ar- 
chitecture of his ideas. He was essentially a builder and creator of intellectual 
edifices and thought structures that produced practices for himself and soci- 
eties over time. 

If there is any concrete lesson to be learned from Ghazili’s experience, then 
it is this: the end to the enduring search for solutions to humanity’s existen- 
tial crises can be found in the creativity of the human spirit. Ghazali is a ster- 
ling example of someone who conquered the odds and found a path out of 
depressing personal despair and social anomie. In the triumph of the spirit, 
Ghazali stands out as a beacon of hope in times of anguish: he led with imagi- 
nation in order to overcome ignorance; he preferred originality to imitation 
and favored renewal over complacency. With will, determination, discipline, 
and self-criticism, Ghazali overcame both his personal struggles about the 
meaning of life and the weight of history that surrounded him. Surely, perfec- 
tion is not what we seek from any exemplary figure, least of all from Ghazali. 
However, what we do seek in our heroes and models is a depth of humanity, 
vision, and compassion in which we can find echoes of our own hopes and 
aspirations, our own vatious communities and societies. 

Particularly during the last three centuries, Muslim societies the world over 
have experienced cataclysmic changes and transformations, including the 
long night of colonization and the mixed fortunes of the various postcolonies 
after independence. Those colonies and postcolonies have witnessed the dis- 
sipation of historical knowledge traditions, which were rapidly replaced or 
turned into hybrids by the addition of newer strands of knowledge and tech- 
nology. In some instances, the death of knowledge traditions —epistemicide 
—has indeed occurred. 

Muslim reformers and critical thinkers have long called for the reinvigora- 
tion of the intellectual traditions among Muslims. Central to their concerns 
is the need to update the knowledge component of Muslim religious and cul- 
tural discursive traditions. We are all too familiar with the rhetoric of “Islam 
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and modernity,” “Islamic reform,” “revivalism,” “fundamentalism,” “Islamic 
orthodoxy,” “Islamic modernism,” and the need for independent thinking 
(ijtihad ), to mention but a few categories. Huge intellectual labors and costly 
experiments in social engineering have been undertaken in order to stimulate 
or provoke a renaissance in Muslim religious thought. Many such initiatives 
remain stillborn. Some are still in progress, while newer ones have yet to see 


the light of day. Each makes a contribution to a complex tapestry of ideas 
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and experiences: they form part of the endless work in progress of Muslim 
discursive traditions. 

It would be a distortion to claim that this is the first time a civilization 
as complex as Islamicate civilization has faced serious internal upheavals. To 
know how Muslim thinkers in the past dealt with their challenges would be 
most edificatory. In the interest of making a modest contribution to excavat- 
ing this knowledge of the past, I felt that it would be helpful to share some 
dimensions of Ghazālī's ideas, navigating those thoughts with him from my 
own location, rather than to tabulate a list of problems and crises contem- 
porary Muslims face. In exploring some of Ghazali's ideas, we may be in a 
position to see how past Muslim communities countenanced the critical issues 
that contemporary Muslims struggle with, namely, creativity and change in 
the discourse of religion. It is hard to think of a better figure than Abi Hamid 
al-Ghazali to illustrate the creative unfolding of tradition amid multiple chal- 
lenges. 

To me, this book is a journey: a journey of engaged friendship with Gha- 
zali in the hope that as we dialogue across the centuries we can come to a 
better understanding of his self, history, and society and what lessons these 
hold for ours in order that we may proceed into the future with a modicum 
of confidence and hope. 


The Argument 


This book pursues a line of thought about the aesthetics of imagining reli- 
gion. It is an encounter between Ghazali and a contemporary reader of his 
writings. It is an encounter that crisscrosses many temporal zones, subjec- 
tivities, and shared as well as different intellectual traditions. The key issue 
that animates this dialogue is the relationship between knowledge and subjec- 
tivity—the modes of creativity and innovation in ideas as a form of poetics. 
But, more importantly, I seek to know how a knowledge tradition coheres 
while also generating subjects with divergent and overlapping subjectivities. 

I also excavate and rehabilitate a metaphor used by Ghazali himself: the 
idea of the d//z in Arabic and Persian, meaning the threshold position. In 
some sense, this is a liminal space between the inside and the outside, a space 
that sublimated his own location and thinking. Far from being a middle-of- 
the-road kind of thinker, Ghazali actually straddled, agonized over, and nego- 
tiated antinomies. In other words, he entered the force field of ideas, where 
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antithetical currents are powerful, providing equally binding mandates for 
the ethical subject. This dih/#z-ian metaphor, I believe, is the key to interpret- 
ing Ghazali’s location in a world of heterogeneous knowledge and subjectivi- 
ties. It is this Ghazalian signature that I appropriate in order to explore the 
in between-ness of being and the torn-ness of human existence. Only cross- 
pollination has the potential to bring about a paradigmatic shift in our think- 
ing. As a consequence, it will also produce emergent knowledge in our desire 
to live in a polycentric world. Chapter 1, titled “Agonistics of the Self,” adum- 
brates some of these themes. In addition, the chapter maps the key interpre- 
tive tools and concepts that I employ in trying to read and imagine Ghazali. 
In short, it may provide an idea of my theoretical tool kit without being ex- 
haustive. 

Examining how Ghazālī thought about the self as well as how he narrated 
the self is my project in chapter 2, “Narrativity of the Self.” I show how he 
negotiated the force field of the dib/z by taking recourse to narrative. For in 
the skeins of narration, Ghazali was able to renarrate ideas, concepts, and 
norms in an effortless and creative manner that only someone who combined 
the skills of an engineer and a bricoleur could accomplish as successfully as 
he did. 

In chapter 3, “Poetics of Memory and Writing,” I show that Ghazali oscil- 
lated between the importance of memory and writing, shifting subtly and 
unobtrusively between the two and then finally settling on writing. He did 
adhere to forms of logocentric doxology, but he also embraced aspects of 
heterology via süfism. 

Chapter 4 deals with “Liminality and Exile” in Ghazali's thought. Follow- 
ing a characteristic Abrahamic logic, Ghazali heard the command to obey 
the norms of law and society. However, during liminal phases, he began to 
understand that the inward reality of belief is more forceful than the outward 
appearance. Thus, he came perilously close to suggesting that the willingness 
of conscience to respond to a deep voice might, in theory, violate the appat- 
ent norm. The notion of exile —to be a stranger in this world —as a spiritual 
motif is much more visible in Ghazālī's thinking than I was at first inclined 
to concede. 

Cognitive certainty is a necessity, but it cannot be the only source of at- 
taining certainty. In chapter 5, “Grammar of the Self,” I show how Ghazali 
imagined knowledge. He grappled with knowledge and its provenance and 
how all knowledge can become an instrument that leads to the truth. Dia- 
lectical theology is one means of arriving at some doxological certainty, but 
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he showed ultimately how ambivalent such knowledge is and how fractious 
it can become. 

Chapter 6, “Metaphysics of Belief,” sheds some light on Ghazālīs guar- 
rels with philosophy and the philosophers. Contrary to the suggestion that 
Ghazali was against philosophy, I argue that he did see merit in it as a means 
to expound the truth. His criticism of philosophy was intended to demon- 
strate its limitations. But, more importantly, he thought that the hubris of 
the philosophers limited their openness to the truth. The crucial move that 
Ghazali made was to subtly link ontology and epistemology. Ghazali sub- 
scribed to an ontology of divine grace: everything rests not on the laws of 
nature or some potentiality but on an inexhaustible divine grace that can in 
theory make anything possible. The denial of such sovereignty to the divine 
by means of human constructs was what Ghazali found offensive in the views 
of the philosophers. 

Navigating the ambiguity of language by means of interpretation is one 
of the only accessible ways whereby one can stabilize meanings and doxa for 
communities. Chapter 7, “Dilemmas of Anathema and Heresy,” demonstrates 
how Ghazali tried to intervene in the vexatious heresiology of his time. He 
proposed a hermeneutic of reconciliation aimed at creating an intra-Muslim 
pluralism of views. However, at the same time, he was also blinded by his own 
political animus toward certain sects and contradicted himself by advocating 
unrestrained violence against specific political foes. 

Knowledge of the self and the divine is acquired in order to serve specific 
ends, namely, to constitute virtuous individuals and subjects. These are the 
themes addressed in chapter 8, “Hermeneutics of the Self and Subjectivity.” 
Here, I explore how a heteronomous ethics, one that has its origins outside 
the self, subjects the self to discipline. I show that heteronomy does not mean 
an end to autonomy but in fact facilitates autonomy through the aesthetic sen- 
sibilities of the self. 

Chapter 9, “Technologies of the Self and Self-Knowledge,” elaborates how 
Ghazali articulated self-fashioning and the acquisition of ethical knowledge. 
Taking a position very different from those adopted by the majority of jurists, 
Ghazali reconstructed fiqh, normally described as positive law, to mean the 
discovery of knowledge that identifies the path to salvation in the afterlife. In 
other words, figh constitutes certain ethical practices that are preceded by the 
inculcation of virtues and character traits (adab and akhlaq). Once these virtues 
and traits are internalized, or traced onto the habitus of the ethical subject, 
one ceases to think of figh as positive law and begins to think of its function as 
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a juridical ethics. The chapter pursues certain insights that may pave the way 
for a dialogical relationship between the subjectivity (_/igh al/-batin) of the ethi- 
cal subject and the external pronouncements of the legal form or ethics ( figh 
al-zahir). In other words, to what extent does the changed and altered subjec- 
tivity of the ethical subject impact the external, or legal, form of the ethical 
objectives? 

These nine chapters are followed by a conclusion, “Knowledge of the 
Strangers,” that reiterates the role of poiesis, the threshold position, and the 
location of the stranger or exile in the exploration and reconstruction of 
the self in Muslim ethics. My attempt has been to recapture for the present 
the most volatile of essences, traits, outlooks, trains of thought, and concepts 
as they are embodied in the thinking of a twelfth-century Muslim bricoleur, 
Abū Hamid al-Ghazali. While one has to avoid the temptation to write the his- 
tory of the past solely in terms of the present, we cannot escape the paradox 
evoked by Michel Foucault: no matter how hard we try to unlock the unfath- 
omable remoteness of the past, our writing of history will always be a history 
of writing the present. Against Foucault, one has to immediately caution 
that history cannot be reduced to a realm of impenetrable otherness and that 
we can only grasp at the cost of brutally colonizing the past. It is because of 
the burden of history under which we stagger that the past cannot neatly fit 
into the present, not so much due to the restrictions of the present, but be- 
cause of the enormity of the past. The challenge, of course, lies in carefully 
navigating the threshold of each horizon with fidelity to the texture of both 
the past and the present, which will in the end parent the future. 


Social life . . . even its apparently quietest moments, is characteristi- 
cally “pregnant” with social dramas. It is as though each of us has 

a “peace” face and a “war” face, that we are programmed for co- 
operation, but prepared for conflict. The primordial and perennial 
agonistic mode is the social drama. 


— Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre 


Agonistics of the Self 


Imagination 


The Syrian-born writer ‘Ali Ahmad Sa‘id, better known by his pen name, 
Adonis, startles his readers with the subtitle “Journey in the Cities of al- 
Ghazali” in a long poem titled “Eighth Sky.” ' It is startling because Adonis is 
a secularist, even a self-declared atheist. Why would someone with his secular 
predispositions show an interest in Ghazali? What kind of inspiration can a 
modern poet derive by reaching into the twelfth century to a deeply religious 
figure like Ghazali? Written in complex mystical verse and full of allegorical 
illusions, Adonis’s poem unmistakably plays off the past against the present 
and prefigures the future. It is a captivating and brilliant poem punctured by 
lamentation about the perils facing the “Cities of al-Ghazali.” Poetic visions 
have to be inclusive, and Adonis must have kept alive in his imagination the 
past glory of Baghdad as one of the cities of al-Ghazali, the miseries unleashed 
periodically on that city notwithstanding. 

Utopian thought, even if it turns to the past, the exiled Russian writer 
Joseph Brodsky reminds us, “usually implies the unbearable character of the 
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present.”* Therefore, it would be erroneous to read Adonis’s poem in a linear 
fashion and to unequivocally conclude, as some have done, that the poem is an 
attack on Ghazali.’ It contains the possibility of being both a critique and an 
appreciation of Ghazali, since “ambiguity is an inevitable by-product of the 
struggle for objectivity.” * Indeed, in the sequel to “Eighth Sky,” in which the 
poet continues to refer to the “planet of al-Ghazali,” Adonis’s mystical figure, 
Mihyar, makes an appearance. Mihyar personifies the poet’s ideas, hopes, and 
dreams as a life symbol in continuous movement.? 

By juxtaposing Ghazali and Mihyar, is it possible that Adonis is suggesting 
that they are both on the side of continuous movement, creativity, and imagi- 
nation? Yes, I think this is a reasonable conclusion. Do not both Ghazali and 
Mihyar personify dreams? Dreams can be frightening and nightmarish; they 
scare us with the grotesque and ugly. Yet dreams can also inspire hope; they 
can offer us visions of the future and provide energy so that we may live out 
our desires and fantasies. Adonis, of course, realizes as much, despite the dif- 
ferences between his own life trajectory and Ghazali's. And, interestingly for 
the modern poet, Ghazali as an intellectual and a pious figure is not outside 
the range of resources indispensable to the poet’s craft—the craft of imagi- 
nation and inventive making and creating known as poiesis. 

Here, I have chosen Ghazali as my locus of enunciation, fully aware that I 
bring to the enterprise at least two epistemic languages: the conceptual tools 
and interpretive frameworks derived from a multiplicity of Muslim traditions 
as well as those of Western traditions. They reflect my own multiple locations 
and experiences of living in a dihiz, an interspace, negotiating and strug- 
gling with the hegemonic and colonial knowledge traditions as well as the 
subalternized Islamicate knowledge systems to gain a modicum of emanci- 
pation and ultimately liberation from totalizing ways of existence.° In large 
part, I try to understand Ghazali with the multiple cultural resources of the 
present. At the same time, I must also acknowledge that we cannot under- 
stand the present without taking account of how Ghazali, his universe, and 
his pivotal role in the formation of ideas impact ours. Not to be aware of 
this critical tension brought about by dialogical thinking is to fall prey to the 
grossest forms of the colonization of knowledge. 

In this chapter, I ground and elaborate the interpretive keystrokes that I 
will be using in subsequent chapters of this book. I explain how I use notions 
and concepts such as bricolage, poiesis, teleiopoiesis, the in-between space 
(dibliz), tradition, orthodoxy, and history, all elements that underpin much 
of this book. Here, I also demonstrate the dialogical conversation that takes 
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place in the heterogeneous disciplines that draw inspiration from nonsecu- 
lar and non-Western contexts as well as from knowledge traditions that are 
broadly conceived of as Western humanities. 

This attempt to foster a conversation among iterations of different intel- 
lectual traditions aims to advance an emancipatory and humane discursive 
tradition, one to which the Muslim intellectual legacy can make a meaning- 
ful contribution despite the double marginalization that Muslim thought suf- 
fers. Western humanities and modern philosophical traditions intentionally 
overlook Muslim thought as a sustainable inspiration for knowledge; this is 
one form of marginalization. And certain contemporary Muslim knowledge 
practices often consciously refrain from articulating Muslim thought in an 
accessible idiom or engaging with the historical Muslim tradition in an em- 
powering manner from their multiple locations in the present. This is a form 
of surrender to the hegemonic discursivity of modernity, even though Islam- 
ist proponents would claim to resist modernity by means of such actions. For, 
indeed, those who choose isolation and absence unconsciously endorse the 
dominant knowledge practices as normative while reducing the knowledge of 
their own tradition to a subaltern status, veiled in its alleged purity and suf- 
focating in its isolation. 


Bricolage 


To return to Adonis, it is apparent that he succeeds in casting Ghazali as an 
enigma in his tantalizing poem. Many scholars agree that Ghazali is an enig- 
matic and agonistic figure. It is perhaps due to his enigmatic personality and 
equally complex legacy that he has become such a pervasive force in the Mus- 
lim intellectual tradition. What is appealing about Ghazali is that he left be- 
hind a nontotalizing intellectual legacy. While to some of his critics this is a 
weakness, for the modern Muslim subject he provides a treasure of resources 
with which one can construct a plausible trajectory for reimagining the reli- 
gious tradition of Islam. 

Ghazali combined the skills of both an architect and a bricoleur. In one 
sense, he was an architect engaged in the creation of new art forms, the ar- 
chitecture of the imagination. In another sense, he was a bricoleur, busy with 
the indigenous art of making new things from quotidian objects and fashion- 
ing new meanings from fragments of myths. Being an architect as well as a 
bricoleur was by no means exceptional in the world that Ghazali inhabited, 
but it takes a certain genius to make it work. 
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French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, from whom I borrow the con- 
cept of “bricolage,” points out that the “difference” between an engineer and 
a bricoleur “is less absolute than it might appear.”’ An engineer, says Lévi- 
Strauss, always attempts to go beyond the constraints imposed bya particular 
moment in civilization. A bricoleur, on the other hand, is always inclined to 
remain within those limitations and constraints. Ghazali combined the roles 
of both an engineer and a bricoleur: at times, he was prepared to transgress 
the boundaries drawn by civilization, and on other occasions he was ready to 
wotk within the constraints of his time. 

Lévi-Strauss uses the expression “bricoleur” in order to describe the sort of 
worker who mends and maintains machinery or takes old materials and im- 
provises new uses for them. He deploys this engaging metaphor with refer- 
ence to two main processes: first, the appropriation of cultural elements from 
the dominant culture; and second, the transformation of meanings through 
ironic juxtaposition and innovative use in order to challenge and subvert exist- 
ing meanings. Thus, the result of a series of improvisations might be that a 
multiplicity of very culture-specific meanings and norms is refashioned into 
a coherent unity.* 

Even those of us who take ideas from many different sources and experi- 
ences in order to contemplate how their underlying and interlinking mean- 
ings make sense in a larger pattern of ideas and worldviews can be called 
bricoleurs. Being a bricoleur is different from being an eclectic. The crucial 
difference is this: in order for any performance or idea to be deemed eclec- 
tic, the provenance of the borrowed artifact must still be very much visible to 
the observer in the composite product. In fact, the borrowed idea does not 
develop a life of its own within the new setting. Lacking coherence, it sits un- 
comfortably in its new habitat as if it had been mechanically inserted into the 
new setting. By contrast, a bricoleur relocates artifacts in such a way that they 
form an integral part of the new environment. A bricoleur adds originality to 
a process or an artifact and in this crucial respect is different from an eclectic. 
A bricoleur demonstrates originality in the process of refinement and adapta- 
tion, making the borrowed artifact synthetically fit in with the new surround- 
ings as if it had been there all the time and belonged there in the first place. 

“Bricoleur” is an appropriate descriptor for Ghazali. Extensive research 
has shown that he derived inspiration from a broad spectrum of thinkers who 
preceded him, including Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), Raghib al-Isfahani (d. ca. 
fifth /eleventh century), and Muhasibi, among others. Not only did he re- 
construct ideas, but he did so with an originality that was secreted into his 
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innovative interpretations. Of course, Ghazali's reconstructed coherence did 
constitute a rift from the past; however, such a shift is in itself an event. It is 
a change that marks the end of one system of simultaneity and inaugurates a 
new one. “The same words and the same ideas are often reused,” notes Michel 
de Certeau in another context, “but they no longer have the same meaning, 
[and] they are no longer thought and organized in the same way.” He con- 
cludes, “It is upon this ‘fact’ that the project of an all-encompassing and uni- 
tary interpretation runs aground.”” 

Perhaps nature precedes humans in bricolage. “Your Lord inspired [awha] 
the bee,” a delightful parable in the Qur’ān begins. It describes the labor of 
one of nature's most productive bricoleurs — the bee. Addressing the bee, the 
passage continues: "Prepare for thyself dwellings in mountains and in trees, 
and in what [humans] may build [for you by way of hives]. And then eat of 
all the fruits and follow humbly in the paths ordained by thy Sustainer. Then, 
from the bee’s innards a drink of many hues pours forth; in it is a remedy for 
all humanity. In all this, behold, there is a message indeed for people who 
think." '? 

The parable of the bee is instructive. As a matter of habit, this insect draws 
from a diverse variety of sources—pollen and nectars—in order to produce a 
synthetic product that reflects all the colors and fruits of its immediate habi- 
tat. While the honey produced is in some way the aggregate of many diverse 
types of nectar, it is simultaneously something very new and unparalleled. In 
the end, the bee not only produces a delectable substance but also furthers re- 
production through cross-pollination that in turn generates new flowers and 
restarts the cycle for the future production of honey. 

Similarly, in the reconstruction of ideas from fragments, it is often the 
case that ideas that were once the end products of a constellation of thoughts 
are now deployed in the reconstructive process as means for different ends. 
In fact, bricolage has metalepsis as its equivalent in language. An embodied 
metaphorical process performs in similar ways to bricolage: one action is re- 
placed by another action just as one metonym replaces another metonym in 
the figurative metaphor of metalepsis. 

The other significant observation made by Lévi-Strauss, equally applicable 
to Ghazali, is that a bricoleur “speaks” not only with things but also through 
the medium of things." Thus, when bricoleurs make choices among a lim- 
ited number of possibilities, in doing so they reveal their personalities and 
put something of themselves into the purposes behind their performances or 


deeds. 
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Poiesis 


I couch my reading of Ghazali within an understanding of the Aristotelian 
notion of poiesis. “Poiesis,” or shiriyain Arabic, is the making or construction 
of something by means of poetics, which involves imitation or representa- 
tion, also called mimesis. For Aristotle, “poiesis” does not designate the fin- 
ished poem; on the contrary, it signifies the act of poetic creation. Mimesis, 
or representation, has its own duality. As a form of action, it is a doing. But 
the making of a representation involves something more: standing back from 
one’s actions and engaging in reflection requires one to actively consider how 
knowledge is made instead of viewing knowledge passively.'^ This is exactly 
how the brilliant Italian thinker and jurist Giambattista Vico (d. 1744) for- 
mulates humanity's immense debt to poetic wisdom (sapientia poetica), which 
he considers to be a way of knowing the ongoing process of history and the 
making of knowledge." 

Bolstering and reformulating his interpretations, Ghazali did several 
things along the lines of poetics. He constructed a narrative by weaving a 
plethora of ideas and insights into a coherent but profoundly refigured whole. 
On some occasions, he reflected as to the reasons and justifications behind 
his viewpoints. In doing so, he demonstrated that thoughts and ideas are not 
given, but made and constructed. His narration is an account of doing, as well 
as an account of reflection as to what he achieved. At the same time, he elu- 
cidated a cosmology for Muslim thought that simultaneously imitated what 
came before it and innovated and provided something additional, something 
of what might be: the conditions of possibility. 

Ghazali, like a good bricoleur, employed the very materials used by his 
predecessors, such as verses of the Qur’an; prophetic reports (ahadith); philo- 
sophical, legal, and theological discourses; and the narratives of mystics. But 
he did so with a crucial difference. He combined a variety of genres so that 
they constituted an organic unity. Not only was the whole of the new narrative 
very different from the sum of its parts, but the narrative also transformed 
the whole. 

The renowned philosopher and jurist Abi al-Walid Ibn Rushd singled out 
for opprobrium Ghazili’s use of poiesis (sh/7iya) as well as his strategies of 
discursivity (kbitabiya) and his dialectical polemics (_jadalya). What Ghazali 
viewed to be constructive, Ibn Rushd deemed to be intellectually offensive. 
He lost patience with Ghazali’s intellectual promiscuity, pointing out that 
Ghazali intentionally wished to signal his break with the established intellec- 
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tual tradition by becoming a nonconformist. In a moment of irascibility, Ibn 
Rushd mocked Ghazali as a man for all seasons—one who pretended to be an 
Ash‘ari when he was with theologians of that stripe, a mystic with the süfis, 
and a philosopher with philosophers.” 

With their touch of infantine geniality, Ibn Rushd’s observations, of 
course, say more about him than they do about his target of criticism. If 
anything, he blissfully skirted the process of self-reflection and avoided the 
essence of all knowledge: invention. For if he had looked inward, he might 
have acknowledged that a commitment to formalism and an uncritical repose 
in Aristotelianism can be limiting. Ghazali, in turn, was a frontier thinker, 
working hard on the threshold (dihiz) of multiple narratives of thought. Para- 
doxically, Ghazali’s commitment to poetics and bricolage could not have ob- 
tained a more eloquent endorsement than Ibn Rushd’s intransigent but accu- 
rate description of his project. 

However, it is because Ghazali’s intellectual taste was firmly rooted in a 
frontier scholarship, one that drew on the force field of poetics and bricolage, 
that it provided such an extravagantly rich texture to his ideas and thoughts. 
One of the most explicit effects of poiesis and bricolage is the development 
of multiple notions of time, or heterotemporality, which is lavishly inscribed 
onto the Ghazalian narrative. 

The line of poiesis, the art of doing and reflecting, in Ghazali's thought 
demonstrates the working of a rationally creative state of mind. It reveals how 
this pivotal thinker shaped new landscapes of the imagination from older 
ones. The rationally active state of mind, the consequence of doing and acting 
that relates to its ethical import, is different from the rationally creative state 
of mind.” But Ghazali was as passionate about ethics as he was about poetics. 
Thus, it is very difficult to carefully separate Ghazali's poetics from his ethics. 
And it may well be that his poetics served as an inspiration for his ethics. 

So while I acknowledge that Ghazali's ethics are at times inseparable from 
his poetics, I often try to delineate the poetics at work. For it was in his poetics 
that Ghazali asked questions and sought to provide answers to his dilemmas 
and challenges as to what kind of Muslim subjectivity was required in order 
to create a new knowledge for his time. And it is precisely the archeology and 
structure of the questions and answers that I wish to capture, an archeology 
that has sustained generations of Muslims in their scholarship and inspired 
their practices. 

There is another, possibly more compelling, reason to examine the schol- 
ats of the Islamic past, especially figures like Ghazali. A number of modern 
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Muslim thinkers have explored a myriad of possible ways to imagine Islam 
and have attempted to rethink it as a religious tradition. The Indian poet- 
philosopher Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938) was extremely perceptive about the 
enormous challenge and burden placed on the shoulders of the modern Mus- 
lim intellectual. He recognized that nothing less than radical ways of re- 
imagining Islam were required. “The task before the modern Muslim,” Iqbal 
observed, “is therefore, immense.” Iqbal continued: “He has to rethink the 
whole system of Islam without completely breaking with the past. The only 
course open to us is to approach modern knowledge with a respectful but in- 
dependent attitude and to appreciate the teachings of Islam in the light of 
that knowledge, even though we may be led to differ from those who have 
gone before us.” *® 

Not only is this an Herculean task—to rethink the Muslim tradition—but 
it is an equally daunting challenge. It requires the renewed Muslim subject to 
be different from the past due to temporal change, yet there remains a demand 
that subjectivity be simultaneously continuous with the past. We see glimpses 
of this creative tension throughout the work of Ghazali. Perhaps the twenty- 
first-century challenge — greater even than the challenge of the Ghazalian, or 
post-Ghazali, intellectual project — anticipates an even more radical solution: 
to discover a subjectivity that is competent to will a paradigmatic transition 
within Islam. What this emergent knowledge will look like is difficult to con- 
ceive in definitive terms, but one thing is sure. It will require critical and ago- 
nizing intellectual labor to make the discovery. 


Future Friendships 


If the contours of the Ghazalian /post-Ghazali project I envisage remain dif- 
ficult to discern, one can at least begin to imagine the kinds of friendships 
and alliances that any such rethinking will involve. With whom from the past 
will the coming generations of thinkers commune? If we look at Ghazali's 
alliances, we clearly see that he had an ambivalent relationship with Mansir 
al-Hallaj (d. 309/922), the influential mystic and martyr whose anguished cry 
burst onto the tenth-century stage of Baghdad and the Muslim world. More 
than a century later, the scholar and judge ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani 
(d. 525/1131) looked in the direction of Ghazali as a critical admirer. He ques- 
tioned the hegemonic political thinking of his time and bequeathed a new 
vision and legacy for future generations to contemplate.'" The actions of each 
one of these figures— Hallaj, Ghazali, Hamadhani—signaled a mutation in 
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the field of the community (sa) and the political (szyzsz). Each one of these 
figures refused to yield to the hegemonic discourses of his day.'* Sometimes, 
they willingly or unwillingly entered into unholy alliances with absolutist po- 
litical forces or confronted such foes. Each one of them was nevertheless ex- 
posed to varying degrees of suffering and dangers within the confessional 
community. Two were expelled and executed on charges of heresy: such was 
the fate of both Hallaj and Hamadhānī. Ghazali died a natural death, but dur- 
ing his lifetime his books were burned by intolerant foes in Muslim Spain and 
in the Maghrib.” 

In modern history, the German thinker Friedrich Nietzsche, too, was such 
a “tortured” spirit, one who signaled a mutation in community and politics. It 
is extremely significant that a figure of the stature of the Indian poet-philoso- 
pher Muhammad Iqbal could desire that a radical occultation or mutation 
occur in Muslim thinking. The statement may well demonstrate Nietzsche’s 
influence on him. The French thinker Jacques Derrida described Nietzsche 
as an “event of the text.” This phrase is equally applicable to Hallaj, Ghazali, 
and Hamadhani: as “events,” they signaled a mutation in the field of the po- 
litical and the community in general.”° 

By engaging with the thinkers of the past, we anticipate the intellectual 
communities of the future. Derrida believes that when we do so, we imagine 


“an alliance without an institution"?! 


in which the thinkers and philosophers 
of the future already exist. The reason that the thinkers of the future already 
exist is that we visualize them, address them here and now as a possible future 
hope and desire. In all these fictive acts, we are already declaring our friend- 
ship with the philosophers of the future, and in this gesture we become their 
heralds and precursors.” There is a compelling reason why we declare our 
friendship with some figures more than others. It is because, to use Dipesh 
Chakrabarty's appropriate words, they “refer us to the plurality of the ‘now.’”” 

It is in the context of friendship with Hallaj, Ghazali, Hamadhani, and 
many others, from my perspective, or Nietzsche, from Derrida’s viewpoint, 
that Derrida launches a neologism, the idea of "teleiopoiós," or "teleio- 
poiesis.” Derived from the Greek e/eios, meaning “to perfect” and “to com- 
plete,” Ze/eiosis signifies perfection, completion, and consummation.” Derrida 
is aware of these iterations of meaning but beseeches us to play with the other 
tele, “the one that speaks to distance and the far removed." ^? 

In other words, “teleiopoiesis” here means to speak to a future community. 
Derrida then asks the question: Can the future be measured by knowledge? 


If we knew the answer to that question, he points out, then things would not 
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be different, and change would be unthinkable. Therefore, we cannot /otally 
know the answer to this question. It is thus desirable to confess humility, a 
humility of ignorance, to admit to a certain non-knowledge. This confession 
of ignorance is not a pretentious claim to ignorance, or non-knowledge, but 
an admission that one knows that we do not know. An exemplary instance of 
such humble ignorance is the statement of the leading jurist of Madina, Malik 
bin Anas (d. 179/796), who, in reply to forty-eight questions posed to him, 
confidently said “I do not know” (Ld adr’) in response to thirty-two of them.”° 
The wish to say something in the future in a nontotalitarian way is what 
Derrida names in a single word the “teleiopoetic.” Teleiopoiesis is an event of 
chance occurrence, the Nietzschean “perhaps” that signifies the only possible 
thought of a future event. This is what Derrida writes about as the longing 
for “a friendship to come and friendship for the future.” ”’ Teleiopoiesis is one 
of those ideas that destabilizes our sense of belonging to an actualized collec- 
tivity. More than that, it forces us into a constant risk-taking stance, as Gayatri 
Spivak elaborates, in order to influence the “distant in a poiesis or imagina- 
tive remaking without guarantees.”** We need to hear what Nietzsche says: 


Perhaps to each of us will come the more joyful hour when we exclaim: 
Friends, there are no friends! thus said the dying sage; 


Foes, there are no foes! say I, the living fool.” 


The single word “perhaps” encapsulates the only possible thought of the 
future event, of friendship to come and friendship for the future. For this rea- 
son, friendship is not enough; one must also love the future. For Derrida, this 
future is deliberately ambiguous. However, within Islamicate contexts, one 
would be compelled to ask: Is this a worldly or afterworldly future— namely, 
dunya ot akhira— ot does it refer to futures in both realms? Whatever perspec- 
tive one chooses, the future can have no better category than “perhaps,” where 
friendship and the future conjoin in a regime of a “possible whose possibil- 
ization,” says Derrida, “must prevail over the impossible.” *° Then he adds: 
“The possibilization of the impossible must remain at one and the same time 
as undecideable—and therefore as decisive—as the future itself . . . teleio- 
poetics .. . but not without suggesting that friendship is implied in advance 
therein: friendship for oneself, for the friend and for the enemy.”* 

For, indeed, just as the future exists, so too do the future thinkers and phi- 
losophers already exist in our imaginations. The poetics of the future that we 
desire is, of course, messianic in its structure, like the Messiah about whom 
people (some Jews, Christians, and Muslims in their respective ways) ask, in 
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the here and now, when be will come. The philosophers of the future are part of 
a messianic future. “We are not yet among these philosophers of the future,” 
Derrida reminds us, “we who are calling them and calling them the philoso- 
phers of the future, but we are in advance their friends and, in this gesture 
of the call, we establish ourselves as their heralds and precursors [żre Herolde 
und Vorläufer]. . . . This is perhaps the ‘community of those without commu- 
nity.” ”? 

Imagined friendship and “community without community” are highly de- 
veloped tropes in Arabo-Islamic literary traditions. Indeed, early Muslims 
spoke about archetypal uwaysī relationships in which one seeks instructions or 
inspiration from someone who is physically absent.** The term itself derives 
its name from a long-distance admirer and disciple of the Prophet Muham- 
mad, one “Uways al-Qarani (d. 37/657), who hailed from Yemen but reportedly 
lived in Mesopotamia, where there is mausoleum built to his memory at Ar 
Raqqah in modern Syria. And, over time, there have been successive spiritual 
movements and intellectual networks that have been viewed as long-distance 
affiliations, as archetypes of ‘wwaysi relations across time and space in Muslim 
history. 

In part, these liminal and romantic communities are inspired by teachings 
that reach back to Islam’s earliest impulse. A saying by the Prophet Muham- 
mad welcoming the exiles is a central motif. “Islam began as a stranger /exile 
| gharib],” a tradition attributed to the Prophet states, “and [Islam] will return 
to an exilic /estranged [state]; so blessed are the strangers /exiles.”** Here, the 
idea of being a stranger or exile is idealized in manifold ways. It evokes a 
certain tyranny of the world and of time. Under such anticipated conditions, 
those who seek the truth become exiled and marginalized by the tyranny of 
the majority. The marginalized are exiles in their suffering and give solidarity 
to each other. Exile here has many permutations ranging from the physical 
and spiritual to the political and to other conceivable forms of suffering and 
marginalization. 

If there is solidarity among exiles, then friendship can transform and rec- 
oncile the “self” with the “other.” The Qur’an urges us to repel wrong and 
iniquity with that which is “infinitely more beautiful” (ahsan, the superlative 
for husn, meaning “beauty”). The passage animates a belief that exemplary 
deeds and acts will turn an enemy into a bosom friend. Surely, the Qur'an cau- 
tiously puts it, this gift of turning an enemy into a friend is a capacity one has 
to earn and acquire. By engaging in supreme acts of perseverance (a/ladbina 
sabari) coupled with a dose of good fortune (dha hazzin ‘azim), one can hope 
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to become deserving of the capacity to transform the self and the othet.** In 
the end, it comes down to the project of the self. While the themes of exile, 
friendship, and imagined communities over time and space are extensively 
treated in discussions of Muslim mysticism, poetry, and literature, they are 
seldom related to the narrative of retelling, philosophy, and history. One of 
the purposes of this book is to make a modest attempt to reread the past so 
that the Muslim subject will be able to project the hope of teleiopoiesis—the 
hope of a future marked by friendship and just coexistence —as a real possi- 
bility among a plurality of discursive communities. 

But the question remains: How does this friendship and future community 
manifest itself? To answer this question, one needs to revisit Edward Said’s 
compelling and inspiring meditations on this very subject, thoughts that he 
encountered during his reading of the French orientalist Louis Massignon. 
Said’s words also serve as a reply to my question posed above as to how one 
displays friendship and coexistence. Said observes: 


The importance of the spoken language is that it is a testimony (shahdda), 
and carried to its ultimate grammatical form (shahid) it means martyr. To 
testify is to speak, and to speak is to move from yourself toward another, 
to displace self in order to accommodate another, your opposite and your 
guest, and also someone absent whose absence opposes your own presence. 
The irony of this is that you can never directly come together with another: 
your testimony can at best accommodate the other, and this of course is 
what language does and is, antithetically— presence and absence, unless in 
the case of the shahid (martyr) the self is obliterated for the sake of the other, 
who because of the martyt’s love is more distant, more an Other than ever.?* 


The maturation of the potential friendship and the act of bearing witness 
cannot occur without being preceded by something essential: the art of lis- 
tening. Whether it be Ghazali or any figure who captures our imagination as 
a potential friend, hearing requires a moment of listening, and only by lis- 
tening can we bear witness. The culture to which Ghazali was allied placed a 
great store on listening, an idea captured in the verse of the Qur'an comment- 
ing on the reception of history.” It is only if histories are “heard” with the 
ear or the heart or both that they serve as “reminders,” or something “worth 
mentioning” (dhikrā). The end point of history is to be a witness—a shahid. 
Yet history, narrative, and events cannot serve as reminders, or as heuristic 
points, if they are unaccompanied by a proper form of listening (az). 
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Another way of listening and witnessing is to do so with the pectoral imag- 
ery of the “heart” (qalb), which in the Muslim tradition is the most powerful 
apparatus of affective cognition. To be a witness or even a martyr requires 
the act to be preceded—with due apologies for the neologisms—by an act 
of either “heart-listening” or “ear-throwing.” “Indeed, in this [history],” says 
the verse of the Qur’an, “there is a reminder for anyone who has a heart or 
lends an ear and stands witness." ?* 

Thus, in large part, this book is about listening to Ghazali in very specific 
ways, bearing in mind that the ear can be uncanny. It is only when the re- 
ceiving ear engages in listening that the reader/listener signs the text, even if 
posthumously; only then is the contract of future friendship sealed. In other 
words, the reader/listener /investigator must be able to see his or her own 
present, no matter how faintly, as continuous with the object of investiga- 
tion. Otherwise, as both Talal Asad and Dipesh Chakrabarty caution, the 
possibility is dramatically enhanced that the observation and investigation 
might only produce an unwanted incoherence in the presentation of the data 
or an anachronism in consciousness.” I am mindful of these concerns as I 
offer some readings of an exegetical and interpretative sort. The reading tech- 
niques employed are interventions in the Ghazalian text made by exploring 
the possible destinations of his interpretation under different thematics."? In 
this sense, one must take seriously both the corpus of Ghazali's work and the 
body of Ghazali as the subject. In particular, one has to critically examine the 
space from which he launched his interventions. 


Archeology of the Threshold 


How did Ghazali imagine the space from which he engendered his new 
“texts”? If one listens carefully to Ghazali in the dual role of a witness and an 
observer, it can lead to new possibilities. There is an interesting twist in how I 
detected the d///s, that in-between space that is imbricated in the Ghazalian 
imagination. It is a story that in part centers on translation but that also re- 
lates to the dialogical relationship between the multiple facets and influences 
of the present zz conjunction with the multiple narratives of the past that shape 
us. That conjunction, ot junction, is spatially represented by the dibiiz. 

The Z//i encompasses, in my view, the key to the Ghazalian secret, for it 
is the precursor to "the various feelings of the individual pinch of destiny," to 
use the words of psychologist of religion William James.*' Yet even witness- 
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ing and observing occur under conditions of continuous play “between the 
excess of thought over language and the excess of language over thought,” so 
that what may appear as commentary actually “translates” the residual latent 
meanings into new formulations.” 

Trying to configure what Ghazali’s work and legacy means to us can be a 
daunting task, especially since his oeuvre has been the subject of so many spe- 
cialized studies. Beyond that, the hegemony of a colonizing Western episte- 
mology renders the knowledge systems of subaltern traditions either invisible 
or unsustainable. In fact, as is the case for many postcolonial subjects, in- 
digenous traditions get rediscovered through different forms of translation. 
It is thus of consequence that the play between the excess of language over 
thought and vice versa loosens up earlier iterations of meaning and subtly 
questions settled dogmas. We know that Ghazali scrupulously and with the 
use of knowledge did succeed in refashioning the way he looked at himself. 
Does he, in turn, dominate the way we look at ourselves in the mirror of his 
work? In what space did Ghazali do this work? While I did locate that space 
to be the d///z, itis crucial to show how translation is critical to the discovery. 

Conversation with colleagues working on Latin America exposed me to 
the work of the Chicana writer Gloria Anzaldáa.? Her work has inspired 
many thinkers to explore notions of border thinking. Anzaldáa points out 
that working and practicing at the diaphanous borders of intersecting cul- 
tures creates certain ambivalences arising from the clash of voices that result 
in mental and emotional states of complexity. Her insights suggest that post- 
colonial societies especially, and possibly also postcolonial subjects, live in a 
constant state of nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning “torn between ways,” or 
mestiza. But that state of nepantilism is not entirely innocent; rather, it transfers 
the cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. 

This line of inquiry prompted me to ask what kind of cross-pollination 
of ideas took place in early Muslim societies and how this cross-pollination 
occurs in contemporary Muslim societies. To ask this question is not to en- 
gage in the futile search for the origins of ideas but to explore the beginnings 
of intellectual trends and patterns of thought. It struck me that the early Mus- 
lim societies of the Near East developed overlapping and shared cultural tra- 
ditions, yet hardly anyone describes them as having been torn between ways, 
or mestiza. In fact, distinct cultural traditions were simultaneously part of a 
larger pluriversal commonwealth, or empire. It is unlikely that people in the 
past imagined or used the idea of a border in the way we moderns do. If border 
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thinking did take place, then such borders were not national boundaries but 
other kinds of demarcations. It is likely that when knowledge was transmit- 
ted from one culture to another it was mediated by some-shing or some-body. 

The idea of a border works very successfully in contexts marked by the 
nation-state. In these contexts, a border serves as a territorial demarcation 
between sovereign territories and criminalizes improper crossing without au- 
thorization. But it also compels one to choose. A person invariably falls on 
one side of the border or the other —unless, of course, that person is prepared 
to straddle a no-man’s-land. It became apparent to me that, despite all its 
merits, the use of border thinking in trying to configure Ghazali's location in 
terms of the multiple currents and threads of his day has its limitations and 
that I needed to find a more appropriate metaphor. 

Most scholars are aware that the hidden question is always an enticement 
and seduction to the investigator. The investigator is obliged to ask: What is 
the balance between research and search? One is reminded of the insightful 
remark of the writer Cynthia Ozick, who suggests “that the quarry is all the 
time in the putsuer."^ Reading Clifford Geertz's shining essay on William 
James prodded me to reach for James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience. I 
wanted to have a better grasp of the thought buried under the seductive 
phrase “the individual pinch of destiny,” which was cited by Geertz.“ As I 
read James's comments on Ghazali's mystical experiences, his translation of 
the word “threshold,” which he took from a French translation of Ghazali's 
Rescuer, caught my attention. On consulting the Arabic text—and to my utter 
delight—the word to which I had not been attentive in the original, dihiz, 
became enormously significant in “translation.” 

This brought me back to the Rescuer; or, to put it differently, Ghazālī came 
to my rescue. In the Rescuer, there is a single line—almost an orphaned line — 
that is tantalizingly intriguing, like a reply from a Delphic oracle. It occurs in 
a fragment of a sentence in which Ghazali makes a most revealing statement. 
It reads: “And whatever precedes it is like a threshold /antechamber /vestibule 
[dih/īz | fot the seeker of it [God]." ^^ Translators have focused on the expres- 
sion "seeker of it" (4 a/-salik ilayhi), unsure whether “it” refers to the preceding 
discussion, which contains several possible referents, such as spiritual “an- 
nihilation” ( fanā”') and the mystical “way,” or whether “it” refers to “God.” 
Without wishing to truncate the argument, I am convinced, as are several 
translators, that “it” in this fragment refers to the divine.“ 

However, the thrust of the sentence is not the referent but something else: 


48 | Agonistics of the Self 


the unconscious dissemination of the spatial metaphor into Ghazali’s narra- 
tive through the word dihiz. Dihiizis a Persian word that has been Arabized. It 
means “that space between the door and the house.” “° The meaning of the pas- 
sage without the d///z rider already made eminent sense: that the purification 
of the heart is the first step on the mystical path. There must have been a pat- 
ticular reason why Ghazali felt so compelled to add the sentence: “And what- 
ever precedes it is like a threshold for the seeker of God [Wa ma gabla dhalika 
ka al-dibliz li al-sali& ilaybi |." So why did Ghazali liken the space in which the 
seeker of God stands to the threshold space? Why was the liminal courtyard, 
or in-between space that one crisscrosses daily, so crucial to his thinking? 

We must ask: Why did the dih/z, out of all the images that may have oc- 
curred to him, make a bigger impression than the others? “A writer’s biog- 
raphy,” Brodsky reminds us, “is in his twists of language." ^ Here, in the 
purposefully deployed simile and its wondrous imagery of the dibiz, Ghazali 
ushers us into one of the deepest recesses of his imaginative psyche. The spa- 
tial metaphor signifies a multitude of meanings when Ghazālīs readers begin 
to ponder its interpretive possibilities. One is, of course, reticent to state cate- 
gorically that Ghazali’s mental geography coagulated and mimicked the spa- 
tial geography of the d//z, even if one is inclined to state it emphatically. 

What one slowly begins to fathom is that the dih/īz, ot the dib/iz-ian space, 
is a liminal space. The dihfz signifies the space as well as the action of two 
entries: entry from the owéside and entry into the inside. It is the critical inter- 
mediate space between outside and inside, between exoteric (zabir) and eso- 
teric (batin).*° And it is also the space that one has to traverse in order to enter 
or exit, which is the real function of a threshold area. That d//z-ian space con- 
stitutes a bounded space, a threshold between door (bab) and house (dar). It 
is not a useless space, but one that can be used for multiple purposes. Viewed 
from the house proper, the dib/īzis located on the outside. But viewed from the 
door leading to the street, the d///z is on the inside. A courtyard, a passage, 
a porch, or a vestibule can constitute the Z//Zz in strict architectural terms. 
While it is the space into which smells and odors from inside the house waft 
and mix with those produced outside it, it is also more. 

Unlike a border that serves as a territorial demarcation between sovereign 
territories and criminalizes improper crossing without authorization, the dih- 
4z is not a criminalizing space but a welcoming space. Furthermore, it en- 
sures that one enters by the door in a disciplined manner while maintaining 
the decorum appropriate to the integrity of the occupants of the house and 
the people in the street. It is neither entirely private nor totally public, but 
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something in between. However, the crucial dimension is the fact that with- 
out the d///z one cannot speak about an embodied “door” and a “house,” nor 
can one speak of an "outside" and an "inside." Even though it is located in 
between spaces, the dib/z frames all other spaces. And, for my purposes, the 
dibliz becomes a new locus of epistemic and political enunciation. 

In my view, Ghazali celebrated this space as the space of beginnings and 
endings, as a locus of enunciation. It is in the dih/z-ian space, I would argue, 
that one can optimally place Ghazali’s own body, and it is in this space that he 
both enunciated and engendered his texts. In an interesting and fascinating 
manner, but with the use of a single metaphor intentionally buried in the sub- 
tlety of his text, Ghazali reached for the normativity that resides in the liminal. 
Thus, the need to be in between produces dih/iz-ian knowledge, or dib/iz-ian 
gnosis.°’ Given the fact that the dih/#zis such a mobile force field, one of its at- 
tractions is that it lends itself to nontotalitarian modes of being and thought. 


Agonistic Dialogics 


The first and enduring impression of Ghazali is that of a person self- 
consciously suspended between different currents of thought and struggling 
to be faithful to tradition and to the demands of his own society and time. 
War and peace, good and bad, beauty and ugliness —these are the poles of our 
agonistic existence; we cannot avoid paradoxical conflicts, which pull us from 
both ends.** We, too, experience an agonistic existence, perhaps most acutely 
felt in the modern or postmodern age, in which individuals and entire soci- 
eties are acutely experiencing the opposing pulls of transitioning from one 
mode of social existence to another. 

As individuals and societies, we moderns are profoundly self-aware of the 
multiple worlds that we inhabit simultaneously. One of the questions that I 
implicitly pose in this book is whether the agonistic mode of existence as we 
experience it today has any kind of antecedents in the past. In my reading of 
Ghazālī, I find elements of the agonistic mode of existence to be evident in 
his life. Ghazali was caught in the elaborate network of tensions of thought 
and a spiral of existential conditions that he embraced in all their variety like 
a consummate bricoleur. The strains, tensions, controversies, and disputa- 
tion of a multiplicity of intellectual discourses impacted on his life, his mind, 
his very being. Ghazali is the subject of heated debates in Muslim intellec- 
tual history. While some extol his brilliant expositions of faith and reason, 
others accuse him of imploding the edifice of reason in his sharp critique of 
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the Muslim philosophers. It was he, his critics believe, who planted the seeds 
for antirationality that in turn encouraged fatalism in Muslim religious and 
cultural thought. 

The state of being caught between antithetical positions characterized 
many aspects of Ghazali’s life. When he was invited by the wagir, Fakhr al- 
Mulk, to return to teaching in Nisapür, he at first refused to comply with 
the request, having vowed not to associate himself with rulers and people in 
power. Finally, he convinced himself that this political plea was actually a 
divine call, leading him to perform a larger task that required a renunciation 
of his earlier vows to refrain from interaction with officialdom. While his ac- 
count of this event indicates that it was one of the many agonistic moments 
in Ghazalr's life, he nevertheless faced it with a note of optimism. He viewed 
the invitation as a divine sign that his role was to restore confidence at a time 
of crisis and to advance the public good. 

But there were even more complex and agonizing moments that beset Gha- 
zali. As a teenager, he was admitted to boarding school largely due to the 
poverty of his family. That experience tortured him in his adulthood. Why 
did he go on to study in the first place, wondered Ghazali? Was it to acquire 
precious knowledge for the sake of God or merely for the purpose of sur- 
vival? Also during his youth, Ghazali encountered thieves to whom he nearly 
lost his irreplaceable dissertation. Ghazali had to ask hard questions about 
the divine intent behind this episode with the brigands. Finally, he was con- 
fronted with the legacy of the Muslim philosophers and again was forced to 
ask self-reflexive questions about the purpose of all learning and knowledge. 
In various ways, these episodes seem to have poisoned his tranquility and 
forced him to rethink a number of issues related to his being and thinking. 

In more than one respect, Ghazali’s own thinking can be described as dia- 
logical thinking. Despite the fact that he was open to Aristotelian reasoning 
and elements of Hellenic thought as transmitted by some of the Muslim phi- 
losophers who preceded him, he did not allow for any particular system of 
thought or discipline to colonize his thinking. He took neither the Hellenic 
sciences nor the Islamic sciences nor the Ash'ari theological school at face 
value: he constantly adjudicated which parts of the different traditions were 
beneficial and which were harmful.** He explored to what extent each tradi- 
tion could be a means for action that would lead to the liberation he sought. 
Even mystical experience — which he ultimately found to be the most desir- 
able intellectual end — was made subject to dialogical thinking. 

Dialogical thinking also informs my approach — inspired by Ghazali — but 
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my formulations draw on the categories of Mikhail Bakhtin, Paulo Frere, 
Abdulkabir Khatibi, and Walter Mignolo. Bakhtin’s insights provide the 
semiotic frame for understanding dialogical thinking as conceiving of all 
meaning to be part of a greater whole.?* There is a constant interaction be- 
tween meanings, all of which condition others in conscious and unconscious 
ways. This “dialogical imperative,” as Bakhtin puts it, is rooted in the lan- 
guage-world we inhabit. Often, language users are deluded into believing 
that their own language is the only language of discourse. However, the over- 
powering force of heteroglossia and dialogism very soon punctuates such 
erroneous beliefs. It is the dialogic imperative that guarantees that there actu- 
ally can be no monologue and that we constantly borrow ideas and inspiration 
from a variety of sources (like bees) toward certain emancipatory and libera- 
tory ends. 

Bakhtin argues that all discourse is heteroglot and subject to the function 
of a matrix of forces. Heteroglossia is that condition that ensures the primacy 
of context over text. It is a set of discrete criteria — social, historical, even me- 
teorological and psychological— that ensures that a word or a sentence uttered 
under one set of conditions will have a different configuration of meaning 
if it is articulated under dissimilar conditions. Heteroglossia is at once diffi- 
cult to recoup and impossible to resolve. The concept of “dialogization” is 
the critical insight provided by Bakhtin. For it is only when discourses and 
languages undergo dialogization that they effectively become de-privileged 
and relativized. And it is only by undergoing dialogization that our “docu- 
ments of civilization" (to use Walter Benjamin's often-quoted phrase) — tra- 
ditions, disciplines, discourses, scriptures, culture—can be rescued from be- 
coming documents of barbarism.” For Ghazali, intellectual decolonization 
meant liberation from the darker side of Hellenism, and for us it means to be 
liberated from the darker side of modernity.” 


Orthodoxy and Tradition 


Often, in the course of his polemical writings, Ghazali made reference to the 
fact that Muslims will be split into multiple sects, of which only one will at- 
tain salvation." Even though Ghazali occasionally appeared to be skeptical 
of such triumphalist and exclusivist claims, one does get the sense that he 
believed there is a discursive path to salvation. On closer interrogation, how- 
ever, the ease with which such formulaic phrases as “saved sect” or “commu- 
nity of consensus” at first beckon soon evaporates like mist in the rays of the 
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sun. Intra~-Muslim sectarian rivalries show that each claimant stakes a claim 
to the privileged “saved” position. Even adjudication among contesting view- 
points can be a challenging feat when each sect has differential standards as 
to what constitutes correct practices and doctrines. Aside from the major dis- 
crepancy between Shi‘a and Sunni interpretations of Islam, there is intense 
intra-Sunni rivalry between the Hanbali and Ash‘ari theological traditions, 
each of which can become exclusionary and antithetical to the other, just as 
there are intra-Shi‘ rivalries.” 

A dispute between contesting positions inevitably raises the question of 
how the correct position is to be adjudicated — by whom and by which stan- 
dard? These concerns elicit discussion concerning orthodoxy and tradition, 
since the two are related. Two scholars, Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Talal Asad, 
deal with the notions of orthodoxy and tradition in very different ways. Nast 
admits that there is no exact cultural translation for the term “tradition” in 
Muslim discourse; the closest approximation in his view is dim, the term used 
to denote “religion” in Western languages.” In the broadest sense, tradition, 
Nast points out, "is inextricably linked to revelation and religion, to the sa- 
cred, to the notion of orthodoxy, to authority, to the continuity and regularity 
of transmission of the truth, to the exoteric and the esoteric as well as to the 
spiritual life, science and arts." ^? So the Arabic term dz means at once tradi- 
tion and religion in its most universal sense. Nast urges us to view religion as 
both the revealed principles and their later historical unfolding. Simply put, 
tradition for him is both metaphysics and culture. 

Yet, in Nast’s view, tradition and what can be denoted as traditional are 
also inseparable from the sacred. Thus, when it comes to authority, tradition 
implies orthodoxy, or sacred authority, which is inseparable from tradition. 
“Tf there is such a thing as truth,” Nasr explains, “then there is also error 
and norms which allow man to distinguish between them. Orthodoxy in its 
most universal sense is none other than the truth in itself and as related to the 
formal homogeneity of a particular traditional universe." ^' 

Nasr goes on to lament the loss of the multidimensional character of reli- 
gion, pointing out that some people castigate the mystical and esoteric dimen- 
sions of religion as unorthodox. Their atrophied conception of orthodoxy, he 
says, is a result of their obsessive identification of orthodoxy with simple con- 
formity. Those who are both endowed with and engaged with the sanctified 
metaphysical intellect, he adds, would dismiss such a narrow version of ortho- 
doxy as a perversion. However, Nasr is also emphatic in arguing that there 
is neither the possibility of tradition without orthodoxy nor the existence of 
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orthodoxy outside of tradition. For him, both orthodoxy and tradition must 
be free from deviations, imitations, and aberrations of a human kind. Nast’s 
view, in summation, is that tradition is timeless, that it is largely metaphysi- 
cal, and that it constitutes sacred knowledge. More importantly, tradition is 
free from the discursive traditions of rationality, and it definitely has no truck 
with modernity.” 

Talal Asad posits a notion of tradition that is different. Drawing on the 
work of the philosopher Alisdair MacIntyre, Asad points out that tradition 
is essentially discourses that instruct practitioners as to the correct form and 
purpose of a practice. Tradition, like practices, therefore, has a history, a 
conceptual relationship to the past, as well as a future—especially in dictat- 
ing howa practice is best secured and explaining why it should be maintained, 
altered, or abandoned in the present in relation to other practices, institu- 
tions, and social conditions. For Asad, the constitution of tradition relies on 
the practitioners’ notion of what is apt performance, of how the past is related 
to present practices; tradition is not, he continues, the mere repetition of old 
forms.’ 

Having established what tradition is, Asad then frames it in such a man- 
ner that it prefigures orthodoxy, by which he means a relationship of power 
to regulate, uphold, require, or adjust correct practices and to condemn, ex- 
clude, undermine, or replace incorrect ones.** Through reasoning and argu- 
ment, orthodoxy organizes modalities of discursive power and resistance, 
Asad argues. Even though Islamic traditions are not homogeneous, they as- 
pire to coherence by organizing memory and desite under specific material 
conditions. 

There is a crucial difference between the accounts of tradition and ortho- 
doxy offered by Nasr and Asad. For the former, tradition is an a priori datum: 
it becomes the product of a divine archetype. For the latter, tradition is a co- 
herent set of constructed practices with its own rules. Thus, for Asad, ortho- 
doxy is essentially normative and a set of norm-setting practices. The latter 
ate subject to crucial differences and are historically constructed. On the face 
of it, Nast’s insistence that tradition and orthodoxy be linked to truth para- 
doxically provides his conception of these terms a closer fit than Asad’s with 
MaclIntyre’s idea of tradition as the repository of truth. Asad, as an anthro- 
pologist, does not overtly link tradition to truth claims, while Nasr asserts 
that orthodoxy monopolizes the truth. Indeed, Asad projects orthodoxy as 
the zone of coherence and discursive space for the veracity and normativity 
of tradition, which is always subject to the contestation of power. 
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Siding with Asad, we may assert that orthodoxy is at best a defense mecha- 
nism against the threatened fragmentations of incoherent pluralism. And if 
orthodoxy’s putative aim is to protect unity by means of homogeneity, it is 
actually self-defeating. For, indeed, homogeneity is always elusive, since it 
presupposes an absolute knowledge of what is orthodox and heterodox; only 
in Nast’s account of tradition and orthodoxy can the orthodox be authorita- 
tively distinguished from the heterodox. 

At the practical level, no orthodoxy can admit to a heterodoxy and then 
run the risk of heterogeneity and self-implosion. Yet, in theory, at least in 
Asad’s view, discursive heterogeneity is the norm.®’ Even if tradition means 
different things to different people, the variations in understanding tradition 
emerge out of reasoned debates and arguments over the form and significance 
of practices, which in turn establish relationships and networks of power. 

One does not have to go further than the Shafi school, with which Gha- 
zali was affiliated, to detect such diversity of tradition. Taqi al-Din Ibn Salah 
(d. 643 /1245), like Ghazali a follower of the Shafi'i school, was nevertheless a 
vociferous foe of Ghazali, claiming to oppose him on grounds of orthodoxy. 
Ibn Salah posited that correct practice can be known directly from the scrip- 
tural sources. He opposed Ghazali because the latter believed it to be a pre- 
requisite for the discovery of what is correct and true that one’s hermeneutic 
be invested with logic. Similarly, the early pietist Harith al-Muhasibi claimed 
to be on the path of orthodox truth, even though his contemporary, the pious 
traditionist (wuhaddith) Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), voiced a visceral dis- 
like for what he deemed to be Muhasibi’s heretical views. 


Iterations of Tradition 


What is deemed to be orthodoxy is therefore a discursive tradition in which 
different forms of reasoning and the exercise of discursive power exist in a 
creative tension, a tension that creates resistance as well as acquiescence. In 
other words, orthodoxy is a contested category, variegated and diverse, and is 
thus not a monolithic and a reductive entity. It is perhaps best to speak about 
“orthodoxies” or “pluralities of discursive traditions.” 

The notion of orthodoxy in the Muslim tradition possibly comes closest to 
Michel Foucault’s notion of pastoral power. According to a report attrib- 
uted to the Prophet Muhammad, every individual is like a shepherd who has 
responsibility over his or her flock. Pastoral power in the Foucauldian sense 
implies a peculiar kind of knowledge between the pastor and each member of 
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the community not unlike the shepherd’s knowledge of each of the sheep in 
his flock, although Foucault was thinking of a pastoral setting of a different 
kind. Whether it is the act of the clerical pastor or of the shepherd, each act of 
ethical responsibility involves a type of knowledge that at first individualizes. 

Pastoral constructions of power and tradition can also apply to a guild of 
scholars or a particular aggregation of people. In these cases, knowledge and 
power coalesce into the authority of a school of thought to constitute a con- 
sensus position with cumulative power, a power that is larger than the sum of 
its parts. Indeed, such formal power is translated into a claim of responsibility 
and ethics. Orthodoxy must therefore be pastoral without becoming paternal. 

Early Muslim jurists were possibly most astute in their understanding of the 
cumulative power of authority through knowledge and responsibility. Muslim 
jurists identified the consensus position as the madhhab position, literally “the 
way of going out,” that is, the adopted policy, rule, or procedure in law. Un- 
fortunately, most modern dictionaries translate madhhab as the “orthodox tite 
of figh, Islamic law.” ° Despite the fact that orthodoxy is constituted through 
the aggregation of multiple connected authorities, heterogeneity remains a 
hallmark of orthodoxy. For, paradoxically, even orthodoxy can never be free 
of the various contradictory and antagonistic forces that shape it through acts 
of contestation and resistance. However, beyond orthodoxy and heterodoxy, 
there are discrete themes that shape all individuals within their respective 
communities and societies. 


Ghazali and the Poetics of Tradition 


Ghazali’s life, work, and the subsequent appropriation of his ideas represent 
the contradictory forces and tensions of tradition in a variety of practical ex- 
pressions. How can we approach someone as complex and distanced as Gha- 
zali without distorting his legacy? The difficulty of understanding the past 
begins with the present, historians remind us. We must bear in mind that the 
language of Ghazali's time and place is critical to our understanding of his 
life. Keeping Bakhtin in mind, there is thus an important reason why it is cru- 
cial to have a dialogical process at work between the past and the present in 
our reading of Ghazali, or of any other historical figure, for that matter. For 
even a definitive reading prefigures alternative readings to any text or history, 
just as orthodoxy prefigures other contesting alternatives. 

At the same time, we need to recognize that the alternative possibilities we 
seek to explore in the past are "themselves suggested by the retrospective or 
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deferred effects of later knowledge.” ”° Crucial and intense moments of inner 
difference and self-contestation within “texts” present to the reader of his- 
tory those moments that have an uncanny bearing on the present. The past is 
never simply a finished story to be narrated. It is best perceived as a process 
that is linked to each historian or interpreter’s own time of narration. Histo- 
rians cannot understand what something meant in the past unless they also 
recognize what kind of sense that thing, event, or occurrence makes in their 
own time. Both heteroglossia and dialogism are essential and indispensable 
conceptual tools for the historian and interpreter. 

The most engaging and perhaps the most perplexing dimensions of inter- 
pretation exist at the margins. We need to interrogate instances of orthodox 
encrustation and settled opinion. It is in these instances where the two mean- 
ings of past and present are not simply disjoined from each other: they reach a 
liminal point where the dialogues between the two meanings become internal 
to the historian.”' The construction of a historical culture, observes the pre- 
mier modern historian of early Western antiquity, “does not begin with under- 
standing the past but with opening oneself to the present.” He continues: “It 
involves containing, in oneself, the confusion and dismay that ensues from 
the rejection of stereotypes, and from the tentative and hotly debated elabo- 
ration of new ways of understanding human affairs.” ? 

Studying Ghazālī opens a window onto the Muslim discursive tradition in 
its multifaceted and dynamic form. It is at once pregnant with power and au- 
thority and open to creativity and hybridity. While still prone to being ideolo- 
gized, a discursive tradition is also couched in a narrative form in which ide- 
ology is not the exclusive marker of identity. Examining the ideas of Ghazali 
requires one (to borrow the words of Hans Frei) to be both an ethnographer 
and a native at once, or, as Chakrabarty would put it, to be both observer and 
witness at once.” As an ethnographer and observer, one derives meaning in 
a cultural-linguistic frame; as a native and witness, one searches for meaning 
in an intratextual hermeneutical frame. What allows an ethnographer and a 
native to meet in mutual respect, notes Frei, is the skill of deriving meaning in 
both their cultural-linguistic and intratextual interpretive frames. If the same 
person performs both roles, then that meaning-producing skill will provide 
the “bridge over which (s)he may pass from one shore to the other and under- 
take the return journey." "^ In that return journey, one can break away from 
the vexing politics of identity by embracing a third position, one that is pro- 
pounded by Hannah Arendt. 

Action and speech, observes Arendt, are the basic conditions of human 
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plurality. Together, they enable humans to acquire the twofold capacity for 
equality and distinction.” “This revelatory quality of speech and action,” she 
notes, “comes to the fore where people are with others and neither for nor 
against them— that is, in sheer human togetherness.” ’° The human dilemma 
is also the human hope: to be bound together with others unconditionally. 
What binds people together is their “inter-est,” that which lies not only be- 
tween people but also among them. “For all its intangibility, this in-between is 
no less real than the world of things we visibly have in common,” says Arendt. 
She continues: “Although everybody started his life by inserting himself into 
the human world through action and speech, nobody is the author or pro- 
ducer of his own life story. In other words, the stories, the results of action 
and speech, reveal an agent, but this agent is not an author or producer. Some- 
body began it and is its subject in the twofold sense of the word, namely its 
actor and sufferer, but nobody is its author." 

Our human togetherness beckons that spectral third position, says Arendt. 
When we are the subject in the twofold sense in which we have stories, agents, 
and heroes but can never unequivocally point out the sovereign author of any 
set of outcomes, it is then that we occupy the third position. Even my location 
as author is an in-between position, the position of a subject-agent. Similarly, 
Ghazali too is a subject-agent, all of us being authored by others, events and 
persons, never sovereign authors in the ontological sense. 

As an epochal thinker, Ghazālī evokes what Arendt describes as that “sheer 
human togetherness.” Ghazālī crossed many boundaries and found himself in 
between many antinomies. While conflicting forces pushed and pulled him in 
opposite directions, he did not retreat from the tension that this agonism — 
something akin to what Gloria Anzaldúa calls mental nepantilism— produced 
in him. For this “in between-ness,” this engagement with more than one in- 
tellectual and cultural tradition, was precisely the source of his creativity and 
psychic restlessness. Reading and writing about Ghazali is a poignant act of 
the imagination, a double reading of the text: every reading is at once wholly 
new and simultaneously unchanging, as if it were always there. 

Imaginative reading and writing suggests that knowledge no longer be- 
longs to the agent or writer but instead becomes, as Antonia S. Byatt says, “our 
knowledge." When knowledge becomes ours, we experience our human 
togetherness through the act of the imagination that enables us to share a 
common world and language over eons and centuries. It is “the imagination,” 
says novelist Toni Morrison, “that produces work, which bears and invites 
re-readings, which motions to future readings as well as contemporary ones, 
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implies a shareable world and an endlessly flexible language.” She continues: 
“Readers and writers both struggle to interpret and perform within a com- 
mon language, shareable imaginative worlds. And although the reader in that 
struggle has justifiable claims, the author’s presence—her or his intentions, 
blindness, and sight—is part of the imaginative activity.”*? What we share 
with our intellectual forbears, be they Augustine, Ibn Sina, Ghazali, Aquinas, 
Rimi, or Ibn Khaldün, is a common language and the continuation of shared 
imaginative universes. And it is tradition that links us through language and prac- 
tices to the different imaginative worlds that we inhabit. 


Tradition and the Present 


Tradition does not simply mean to receive what was handed down by a pre- 
vious generation —a timid adherence and blind following roughly equivalent 
to the notion of adherence to authority that Muslim thinkers call /44/4. Tra- 
dition is neither something that one passively inherits nor a detailed archeo- 
logical map that unlocks knowledge of the past. Though we value the work 
of archeologists and historians, they do not embody the past and the present; 
they are not automatically, as members of a profession, persons of tradition. 
The critical element that makes an individual a person of tradition is the pos- 
session of a historical sense “not only of the pastness of the past,” T. S. Eliot 
notes, “but of its presence.” *’ The notion of tradition implies more than an 
awareness of the temporal and the timeless. 

To bea person of tradition, one must conceive of the temporal and the time- 
less together; one must be acutely aware of one’s place in time, of one’s own 
contemporaneity. Instead of living in the present, a writer or thinker who en- 
gages tradition lives in the “present moment of the past” and shows an aware- 
ness, in Eliot’s words, “not of what is dead, but of what is already living.” ** 
This is the fundamental difference between a person of tradition and a necro- 
mancer: the latter juggles the past like as if it were composed of mummies 
in a museum, while the former imagines the past as present and the present 
as past. Often, people believe tradition to be the equivalent of palingenesis, 
the notion that one can reproduce the hereditary features of organisms with- 
out modification. A more appropriate metaphor from biology might be that 
of kenogenesis, in which features derived from the immediate environment 
modify the hereditary development of a germ or organism. Tradition at its 
best functions in this manner. 

Debates about tradition and modernity occupied Muslim thinkers for the 
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better part of the twentieth century. These debates have been especially in- 
tense and soul-searing in societies where modernity was ushered in via colo- 
nization. But even modern Muslim states that were not completely subjected 
to European colonization, such as Iran, Turkey, and Arabia, have had to face 
the same questions. In the encounter with Europe, the discourses of Muslim 
societies came to center on categories like modernity, tradition, secularism, 
and nationalism. However, each category is highly differentiated, and no cate- 
gory can be invoked without specific attention to local context. 

Of concern here is clerical traditionalism, often presented as orthodoxy — 
itself an elusive category covering a broad spectrum of groups and amalga- 
mating several strands of thought. Whether we look to the ‘ama’ groups or 
to other groups linked to Islamic revivalism or Islamic maximalism/funda- 
mentalism or both, we find that every group lays claim to tradition or asserts 
itself to represent tradition. The debate about tradition illustrates at least two 
characteristics of these groups. One is a desire for connectivity, or connexity, 
to the past that results in excessive reverence for the past along palingenetic 
lines: namely, anticipating the unmodified reproduction of tradition. The sec- 
ond is a view of tradition as being similar to biological ontogenesis, a process 
that maps the development of an organism from the embryonic stage to matu- 
rity. Some versions of orthodoxy and maximalism believe that by finding the 
origins and development of a tradition one can then claim to have access to 
authenticity and truth. 

Some representatives of contemporary Muslim orthodoxy think of tradi- 
tion as palingenesis. The result is that seminal figures and agents of tradition 
ate given unique status in an almost mythical past. In this scheme, history 
is elevated to mythology, and the human beings who authored tradition are 
glorified without being subjected to historical scrutiny. This excessive rever- 
ence for the past in fact paralyzes dogmatic traditionalists, dwarfed as they 
are by the distressing self-knowledge that the achievements of the glorious 
past have forever exceeded those of any possible future. 

A sobering voice who critiqued this reverential approach was the prodi- 
gious belles lettrist (adīb) and rationalist thinker “Amr b. Bahr al-Jāhiz (d. 255/ 
868). Jahiz was fully aware of the double debt of the Muslim community to 
both the hereditary tradition and the discursive tradition. Yet, noted Jahiz, 
one’s attitude toward the earliest predecessors of the tradition is like one’s 
stance toward posterity. “For surely we inherited more edificatory admonition 
| ?bra]," observes Jahiz, "than our predecessors ever found; just as posterity 
will acquire an even larger amount of edificatory admonitions than we did.” * 
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Even such a concept as edificatory perspective (/7ibar) is dynamic. “The 
notion of 'edificatory perspective' is derived from the word ‘crossing’ [ ubar] 
and the proximity of one thing to another,” explains the Qur'an exegete Fakhr 
al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1209). "The word ‘tear’ [ abra] denotes a ‘crossing / 
traversing, because the tear moves from the eye to the cheek,” Razi writes. 
This is also why the same root word is used in ta Vēr, as "the science of inter- 
preting dreams, since the interpreter has to cross from the imaginary to the 
rational.” ** For this reason, a constellation of words is called %bardat, (expres- 
sions) precisely because they, in a manner of speaking, carry meanings from 
the tongue of the speaker to the mind of the listener. 

Keeping alive the semiotics of the notion of edificatory admonition, Jahiz 
propounded a moral-realist approach to history. Even if moral edification is 
the chief value of history, the latter requires both an interpretive and a dy- 
namic understanding: the desire for moral edification forces us to make con- 
nections and to traverse from one site of meaning to another across time and 
space. The more edificatory the narrative that we accumulate, the better pre- 
pared we are to deal with the multiple lessons of history and to make the 
necessary crossovers and connections. Even though Jahiz viewed history to 
be derivative, he did not privilege historical antecedence for its own sake; he 
did just the opposite. It was later generations who he believed would be in a 
position to make more informed judgments, because they would have the ad- 
vantage of hindsight. 

Yet tradition is often confused and conflated with essentialist notions of 
"authenticity" stemming from the politics of representation and identity. 
Even at the risk of being contradictory, it would on the balance be fair to say 
that almost every representation of Islam lays claim to being the most au- 
thentic version. Who are the true representatives of tradition and the genuine 
standard-bearers of Islam? No one can evaluate the competing claims without 
interrogating the complex significations of how one defines the term “Islam.” 
For to invoke Islam as a tradition, Eliot would remind us, it is not sufficient 
to signify a “pastness of the past.” Such an invocation must also signify the 
“presence of the past.” Tradition, therefore, is not a static and homogenized 
past laced with a romantic nostalgia. It is at its fullest when it reflects an onto- 
logical sensibility in which the temporal and timeless are seen to coexist in a 
complex, often mysterious, contemporaneity. 

Tradition does not despise the present. As MacIntyre insightfully points 
out, when traditions are vital they “embody continuities of conflict.” How- 
ever, tradition becomes Burkean when it is viewed as being in opposition to 
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reason. Then, adds MacIntyre, tradition “is always dying or dead.” *° Yet, too 
often, those who champion Islamic authenticity reify tradition to the state of 
either laws or metaphysics. It is coded in such formulaic phrases and repetitive 
practices that it is denuded of that critical element of contestation and conflict. 


Mummification of Tradition 


At its best, tradition produces sustainable knowledge. Alas, there are too 
many examples of its having the reverse effect. The standard contemporary 
reflex valorizes tradition as performance, reproduction, and reiteration in 
narrow and static frames, for these serve as the crucial ingredients in any 
claim to authenticity. Today, the most dismaying picture of intellectual perfidy 
emerges not only from the stereotypical images of Islam in the Western elec- 
tronic media but also from desultory images produced in what are the bastions 
of Muslim traditional learning. Some of these are the renowned al-Azhar in 
Egypt, Daral-"Ulüm Deoband in India, the many madrasasin Pakistan and Af- 
ghanistan, the many hawg7yas in Iran and Iraq, and similar institutions around 
the globe. Even the slightly better-equipped modern universities in the Mus- 
lim world seem hardly to alleviate the poverty of scholarship about Islam. At 
best, tradition is mummified as a testimony to authenticity at the cost of cre- 
ativity, while at worst traditionalism unleashes its inescapable power through 
the frightening violence of authoritarian discourses. 

The need to rival pseudo-traditionalism, or dogmatic orthodoxy, in repre- 
senting Islam and Muslims is the tenacious legacy of orientalists. Oriental- 
ism had its heyday in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries." By and large, 
with notable exceptions, orientalist scholarship sought to further the material 
interests of the occident. As a rule, orientalists gave short shrift to the terms 
of reference and values of oriental people and of Muslims in particular while 
consciously devouring the orient in an imaginative geography of domination 
and political coercion. When it came to the question of interests, they privi- 
leged those of the occident, whether in the form of European colonial inter- 
ests or of Christian missionary designs, above those of the subjects whom they 
studied. Condescension and thinly disguised supremacist postures marked 
orientalist scholarship.*” More often than not, these experts and their legions 
of admirers mummified the Muslim tradition as a testimony against its adher- 
ents." While not every orientalist was culpable, the orientalist study of Islamic 
civilization resulted in a singular outcome and judgment: Islamic civilization 
in its current guise produces knowledge that is unsustainable by posing an 
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implicit demand that Muslims capitulate to Western modernity and to neo- 
imperial political power. 

Common to both approaches — the authenticity-seeking approach of Mus- 
lim clerical orthodoxy and the expert approach of orientalists —is the effec- 
tive mummification of the tradition. Dogmatic forms of Muslim orthodoxy 
that are obsessed with the desire for authenticity imagine tradition to be static 
and unshakably perfected. The effect of this conception, as reluctant as some 
ate to admit it, is to make it questionable whether the knowledge produced 
within clerical traditionalist circles is sustainable knowledge and whether it 
harmonizes with the subjectivities of the greater number of Muslim peoples 
inhabiting the world today. 

In their zeal to simulate authenticity, certain proponents of contemporary 
clerical orthodoxy turn to revanchist forms of power in the veil of orthodoxy, 
often accompanied by terrifying displays of power and authority. The orien- 
talist scholars, in turn, not only appropriate Muslim tradition to psychologi- 
cally disempower the subjects of that tradition but also, with sinister effect, 
attempt to displace tradition with alternative models of knowledge that con- 
sciously change the relations of power in a manner that benefits the moder- 
nity of the hegemonic West. Both approaches have in common a penchant 
for representing tradition in reductionist ways so that practices appear mal- 
formed, anachronistic, and unsustainable— but also unrecognizable to those 
who practice and live the tradition. 

If there is anything that Ghazali's work teaches those grappling with con- 
temporary Muslim thought, it is how to find a better way to engage with the 
tradition. Ghazali did not surrender to tradition: he imitated and invented 
simultaneously. Contrary to what many contemporary Muslims claim — mod- 
ern educated ones as well as those who assert a traditionalist pedigree — Gha- 
zali shows that being faithful to tradition includes the ability to question and 
reinterpret it. Unfortunately contemporary Muslim thought displays two dis- 
tressing tendencies: surrender to the authority of tradition or the complete 
jettisoning of tradition. 

The French scholar of Islam Jacques Berque very pithily summarizes con- 
temporary Islam’s struggle to negotiate true progress without falling prey to 
an imperialist positivism. “Today, all too many militants and intellectuals,” 
he observes, “are proponents either of an authenticity with no future or of 
a modernism with no toots.”*” By “proponents of authenticity,” he implies 
the ‘“/ama’ and neotraditionalist revivalist movements, and by “proponents of 
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modernism” he clearly has in mind some secular educated Muslims who re- 
sist tradition. 

In order to be faithful to tradition, one needs to do several things: to imi- 
tate, to question, and to interpret simultaneously. There is no golden formula 
as to what percentage of critique, questioning, and imitation places one in- 
side tradition rather than outside of it. Every historical context determines its 
own requisites. To speak with tradition is to ensure that the dialogical tension 
is sustained and that our lived reality and subjectivity continue to inform our 
reading of Ghazali. Every reading is a risk. However, that risk is reduced when 
our readings stake out their terrain within a range of theoretical insights de- 
rived from complex modes of reflection. Using the questions and techniques 
of reading I have discussed in this chapter, I hope to probe some of Ghazali's 
texts in the ensuing chapters. 
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There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy. 


—William Shakespeare, Hamlet, act 1, scene 5 


Properties of place, and especially of time, are the bugbears which 
terrify mankind from the contemplation of the magnificent. 


—Edgar Allan Poe, The Assignation 


Narrativity of the Self 


Narrative and Poetics 


Welding together rational ideas and poetic imagination was possibly one of 
Ghazali’s more lasting contributions to Muslim thought. In this, he distin- 
guished himself from his peers. For not only did he acknowledge that figu- 
tative or metaphorical discourse is compatible with reason and rationality, 
but, more importantly, he placed metaphor at the heart of religious discourse. 
Sure, some of his predecessors had made similar moves. However, Ghazali ap- 
plied theory to practice, producing an intellectual legacy in which the conflu- 
ence of the figurative and the rational is effortlessly narrated in a seamless web. 

There is a compelling reason why figurative discourse featured so promi- 
nently in Ghazali's thinking. His own personal search for the truth required a 
supplement to rational discourse — a nonrational supplement — that he found 
in figurative language. Ghazali adopted narrative strategies and figurative 
speech in order to shield his discourse from the crudities of the intricate but 
transparent story of his self. He provided glimpses of certain aspects of his 
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self in the course of his reflections on topics such as memory, writing, and the 
idea of exile. But understanding how his self is present in his work requires 
a certain way of reading, digging, and interrogating the very subtle allusions 
in his at times dense and intricate narratives. It is broadly true, as it has often 
been stated, that Ghazali infused the ethical with the aesthetic, but the state- 
ment is oversimplified. His views did indeed have a profound, even revolu- 
tionary effect on later thought and practice. Yet it requires some close scrutiny 
to discover how, as well as why, he advances our understanding of figurative 
and poetic language in relation to both rational discourse and the self.’ 


Listening as an Event 


One way of "hearing” Ghazālī is to yield to what the French philosophet 
Jacques Derrida calls “otobiography.” “Otobiography” is derived from “otog- 
raphy” —a description of the ear that becomes “oto(bio)graphy” to mean nat- 
tative that gives a sense of the description of life as heard through the ear. 
What otobiography amounts to is a critical emphasis on listening to narra- 
tives in a way that is akin to the manner in which a reader is allied to a text in 
the act of reading. 

The arts of listening, of “throwing one’s ear” (a/ga al-sam‘), as the Qur’an 
graphically describes it, have long been central to Islamicate cultures, just as 
they were central to the world that Ghazali inhabited.* The phrase suggests 
that listening is continuous and that it continues into the present. Listening, 
in this sense, prefigures what we today call “cowriting.” It foregrounds the ear 
of the Other, the receiving ear. Like scores of readers, we listen, “sign,” and 
posthumously endorse Ghazali’s texts, or those of any other writer or speaker, 
for that matter. This art of listening, with its multiple protocols, has deep 
roots in premodern cultures. One of its great merits is that it simultaneously 
revitalizes and expands the possibilities of understanding. 

Hearing revolutionizes the possibilities of understanding when the listener 
not only listens but also becomes a “witness” (shahid) to an “event.”* An 
“event,” according to the Palestinian-American thinker Edward Said, creates 
a mutation in history; for example, the entry of the Qur'an into history is an 
event.’ By carefully listening, the listener becomes a witness to an event. The 
French philosopher Alain Badiou points out that every truth has its origin in 
an event—an event is always part of realizing the truth and its becoming a 
truth —and it is a truth irrespective of whether it is a truth in nature ora truth 
in culture.? Ghazali clearly understood certain instances and chance events in 
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his life to have been life-transforming “events” that occurred due to divine 
grace. 

Otobiography is crucial in reading as well as in hearing Ghazali. It allows 
us to patrol and discern the membranous borderline that separates the life 
and body of the subject from his or her work, or corpus. In Ghazalian par- 
lance, this intermediate state between body and corpus is the dih/z, the crucial 
threshold, or in-between space, that one must perpetually cross and negoti- 
ate. The d///z is neither active nor passive, neither interior nor exterior.° Given 
this state of things, one can neither be content with highly esoteric readings 
of Ghazali's writings nor resort to exclusively externalist and empirical read- 
ings of his life and works. Between these extremes is the dynamis of the dibliz 
that needs to be questioned—the space between the “work” and the “life,” or 
between the “corpus” and the “body,” to use Derrida’s terms.’ Awareness of 
it forces us to reevaluate a biography in relation to a written corpus. Critical 
to this endeavor is the need to explore the dihix, from where new texts are en- 
gendered and interpretations are solicited, productions that are from neither 
the inside nor the outside but are located within the dh/z itself. In relation 
to the self, stories and events are enunciated in the dihiz. 


Dihliz-zan Narratives 


Texts and interpretations are, in the final instance, stories about events. Mus- 
lim litterateurs had a deep appreciation of narrative (Aikdya) as a literary form. 
Narrative is not the verbal and literal repetition of stories; the purpose of the 
latter is in their substance and meanings. What is unique about narrative is 
its ability to tell the past event as if it were occurring in the present—namely, 
at the time of speaking. One literary scholar from Granada in Muslim Spain, 
Abi Ja‘far al-Andalusi (d. 779/1378), described narrative as that moment when 
“you think of yourself as if you existed in that past time, or you imagine the 
elapsed time, as if it existed in the present.”” The element of mutable tempo- 
rality, the narrator’s capacity to compress time so that he or she can speak in 
both the past and the present at the same time, is what so sumptuously accents 
the dramatic and representational capacity of narrative. In addition, noted the 
Indian encyclopedist Muhammad Alā al-Tahānavī (d. ca. 1191/1777), natra- 
tive has the capacity to turn events into spectacle (mushahada) unconstrained 
by limitations.” 

The philosopher Paul Ricoeur supplements my discussion of narrative. For 
Ricoeur, “emplotment,” which is muthos in Greek, is a central ingredient of 
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narrative." Muthos signifies fable, a sense of an imaginary story, as well as plot, 
a well-constructed story. As a well-constructed story ora plot, muthos, French 
orientalist Louis Massignon concludes, resembles the concept of Aikdya de- 
veloped by early Arabic litterateurs.'? Since Aikdya is not a static form but is 
dynamic, it is able to integrate disparate and discrete elements into coherent 
stories. Even though it has the self-evident features of an oral form of com- 
munication, Aikdya is used in both an oral and a written sense. For, often, we 
do not know whether a story originates from a written or an oral medium. 

Ghazali lavishly presents his most influential writings, Resuscitation and Res- 
euer, among others, as captivating /ikdyat. There is surely something more 
than gestural in his conscious decision to do so; it marks the intimate rela- 
tionship of emplotment, temporality, and spectacle. Ricoeur astutely observes 
that the operation of emplotment is essentially to synthesize heterogeneous 
elements. On the one hand, it synthesizes multiple events or incidents into 
a complete story. On the other hand, it organizes heterogeneous fragments, 
such as unintended citcumstances, discoveries, and chance or planned en- 
counters — including any number of embodied interactions that range from 
conflict to collaboration — into some semblance of narrative coherence. Only 
when we gather all these elements into a plot does a totality emerge that we 
describe as simultaneously discordant and concordant. 

The Persian scholar of Arabic rhetoric ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani also indi- 
rectly prefigured certain aspects of narrative in his work. He did so in some 
ways that are different from and in others that share similarities with modern 
debates on the topic. Jurjani is credited with putting new life in rhetoric and 
with proposing the idea of nazm, a notion of construction in rhetoric and her- 
meneutics. The gist of his claim is that meaning is not derived from singular 
words and the accumulation of clusters of meanings but rather from some- 
thing more architectonic in design: we derive meaning, he suggests, from the 
complex patterns of discourse. Literary composition and discourse, Jurjani ob- 
served, relies a great deal more than we have hitherto acknowledged on the 
particular patterns of construction and arrangement of words and meanings 
to express complex and subtle sensibilities. It would be erroneous, in his view, 
to suffice with merely examining the organization of words and meanings." 

Jurjani's views of language and narrative seem to have faint but palpable 
echoes in Ghazali's ideas. At least two points that he made are relevant to my 
discussion of narrative. One is that literary production is utterly dependent 
on the intricate figurative structures and abstract patterns that are produced 
in discourse thanks to the grammar of languages.'* Thus, if one takes Jur- 
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jani seriously, narrative is important not only as a discursive genre but also 
because it has the capacity to structure and shape meaning. We, of course, 
ignore the transformative potential of narrative at our own peril. Jurjani alerts 
us to the fact that ultimately it is the combined effect of rhetorical structure 
and grammar that lends narrative the potency to affect our understanding and 
comprehension of phenomena. In this sense, and given the profound and in- 
tense debates on language and ideas that have arisen in the past half century, 
his insight is as refreshing today as it was innovative during his time. 

The second idea of Jurjani that is helpful is the notion of sakhyi/, or imagi- 
native thinking. Intended meanings conveyed by human speech, he notes, are 
either rational or imaginative. The difference between the two is that ratio- 
nal meaning can be verified as true or false, whereas imaginative thinking 
does not comply with this type of verification.” Imaginative thinking accents 
the subjective element. Imaginative discourse, as the literary scholar Kamal 
Abu Deeb points out, operates on the substance of poetic expression and not 
merely on the imagery of meaning. Imaginative thinking plays on the poly- 
semy of words and allows the context to accent one pattern of meaning above 
another. "$ 

Taken together, both the construction of narrative and imaginative think- 
ing frame Ghazali’s discourses. They decisively shape the way he established 
accounts in order to produce new meanings and sensibilities. Often, his poet- 
ics tried to accomplish the impossible or attempted to stretch the limits of 
a paradox: he combined subjective imagination with Aristotelian representa- 
tion, or poetics. Anyone familiar with Ghazali's repertoire knows that it is a 
virtual gallery teeming with imagery, fragments of stories, wise dictums, exe- 
geses of Quranic passages, and reports from the Prophet. All these materials 
are marshaled to generate a politics of emotions in order to induce the reader 
or listener to action with the goal of self-transformation. Not least important 
is Ghazali’s recurrent and lavish use of affective images. These stit potent mix- 
tures of ideas that result in benignly ingenuous alchemies of the imagination 
and discursive affect. Representational imagery, or mimesis (muhakat, which 
shares the same root with Jz&zya, or narrative) was surely Ghazali's strongest 
suit." He utilized it to good effect in order to externalize phenomena, to place 
them in view for all to gaze on and inspect.” 

Ricoeur's insights can be constructively employed to shed some light on 
out understanding of Ghazali by inflecting the role of the reader. The process 
of composition and the configuration of a narrative, according to Ricoeur, is 
“not completed in the text but in the reader and, under this condition, makes 
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possible the reconfiguration of life by narrative.” “The significance of a narra- 
tive,” he continues, “stems from the intersection of the world of the text and 
the world of the reader.” ° So, along with Ricoeur, we need to recognize the 
singular fact that human beings have a built-in passion for stories, especially 
the stories that make up our lives. Narrative bridges the gap between stories 
and history, between fiction and life or art and life. Narrative understand- 
ing not only anchors our living experience but also locates us within multiple 
symbolic systems. 

The first stage of symbolism is therefore the prenarrative quality of human 
experiences. Yet symbolism itself is not uniform, but differentiated. If the 
Ghazalian dihliz, the Chicana nepantla, ot the Derridean “borderline” are the 
spaces in which texts and narratives are engendered, then the interactive and 
reflexive Ricoeurian narrative resolves the tension between stories and life, 
between fiction and history, through either concordance or discordance. 

Of the multiple symbols that we integrate into our lives, we most com- 
monly identify three significant types: cosmic, oneiric, and poetic. The cosmic 
symbol is both a thing and a sign at the same time; in other words, it is im- 
plicitly a linguistic symbol. The oneiric symbol, unlike the cosmic one, moves 
to the psychic function of imagination — to dreams, fragments, and memo- 
ties of our pasts. The poetic symbol, however, epitomizes both the symbolic 
imagination and its linguistic expression. Poetry is the welling up of mean- 
ing, and its substrate is poiesis. 

Just as poiesis does not designate the finished poem but is the creative 
and imaginative production of the thinker or poet, poetics similarly desig- 
nates those acts of imaginative production in the making. In this sense, poet- 
ics is both creation and preservation. Given that poetics constantly demands 
making and remaking, the element of reconfiguration within narrative, says 
Ricoeur, is critically important. In short, poiesis and poetics drive home the 
point that narrative is part of a larger notion of art. 

The critical element of narrative to which Ricoeur points is that it is both 
revelatory and transformative.” That is because narrative in its universal char- 
acter is that which is either true or false. Ghazālī long ago realized the trans- 
formative power of narrative as an art. Viewed from this perspective, his Res- 
cuer from Misguidanceis more than a partial account of his life: it is also a work of 
art in the sense that it is a corrective that aims at inducing some kind of trans- 
formation within its readers. In the Rescuer, Ghazali comments on the work’s 
narrative aspect. To an anonymous interlocutor at the beginning of the tract, 


he replies: “You have asked me . . . so let me narrate to you [abhi laka].””" 
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Ghazali was aware of the creative power required to tell the story of his 
personal suffering, his myriad experiences, and his larger life story, which is 
mingled with sacred history—the story of his life as an emplotment ot nar- 
rative (Aikdya). He used the term /i&aya intentionally, for he wanted to avoid 
the slippery and controversial term “story” (qissa, pl. qisas). Even though the 
word gissa is used in the Qur'an, in later Muslim history storytelling gained 
notoriety for fusing fact with fiction and came to be viewed as a device for 
embellishment. Many pietists were concerned that a preoccupation with lit- 
eraty effect and performance would undermine the goal of narrative, which 
is to promote the truth. 

Theologians, including Ghazali, were skeptical toward and often took a 
dim view of the confabulations promoted by specialist raconteurs and story- 
tellers (gäss, pl. qussas).”* While Ghazali did extol some early figures like the 
pious Hasan al-Basti (d. 110/728), who employed storytelling for pietistic pur- 
poses, he did not hide his dislike of the genre. Instead, he advanced the notion 
of bikdya, narrative telling of accounts, almost in opposition to the genre of 
storytelling (géssa) and without stating the difference between the two genres. 
One suspects that Ghazali recognized that storytelling had been discredited as 
a genre in serious intellectual circles and pious company and that it might have 
proven to be a liability if he had invoked it. Hikdya, on the other hand, could 
approach the genre of storytelling without provoking negative reactions. 

At the same time, Ghazali deployed the paradigm of narrative as a way to 
provide theological conciliation to controversial ecstatic expressions (shath, 
pl. shatahat) uttered by some of the early mystics like Abi Yazid al-Bistami 
(d. ca. 261/874 or 264 /877-78), to whose cause he was partisan. These ecstatic 
expressions, Ghazali says, should not be viewed as isolated and arbitrary utter- 
ances. Interestingly, ecstatic expressions, he notes, are part of a larger and 
complex narrative emanating from the depths of the advanced consciousness 
of the mystic. The only way one can make sense of these utterances is to relate 
them to the mystic’s larger self-narrative. Subtly importing Jurjani’s notion 
of construction, he argues that it is the narrative structure that enables us to 
comprehend the ultimate purpose of the mystic: to speak across a variety of 
languages and experiences that are at once discrete and interconnected. 

With this in mind, Ghazali comments on Bistami: “It is not proper to ac- 
cept what he narrates | yahk7], even if one heard it directly from him. Perhaps 
he was narrating it from God, the Powerful and Sublime, in a speech that he 
repeats to himself. For instance, when one hears him [Bistami] say, "Indeed, 
I am God, there is no deity but me, so adore me} surely it is not appropri- 
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ate to understand his speech, except as a narration /as narrativity [ia ‘ala sabil 
al-hikaya|!”*’ Effortlessly, he acknowledges that this kind of speech cannot 
be understood unless one frames it in the context of its own heterogeneity, 
keeping in mind the limitations of human language, the semantic overflow in 
mystical utterances, and the ontological state of mystics, which has changed 
from duality to unity. None of this makes sense without staging a prior con- 
figuration of the larger plot that mediates the mystical encounter. Without as- 
suming that plot, Bistami’s speech might amount to nonsense. From a strict 
juristic and theological perspective, in fact, his words are tantamount to utter- 
ances of a heretical nature. Yet once the larger plot of the utterances and their 
subliminal context is framed within an explanatory paradigm, the seemingly 
offensive elements of the utterances are diluted by their narrative pliability. 

This set the stage for Ghazali to cast his own narrative in terms of a larger 
frame that embraced his personal experiences, which decisively impacted his 
writings. There is, of course, the platitudinous sense that from the moment 
Ghazali recognized the mutability of his self after his turn to mysticism he also 
became acutely aware of his mortality; he became more dramatically aware of 
his race with time. This existential change in him was precipitated by a dev- 
astating intellectual crisis that brought him face-to-face with the limits of the 
cognitive sciences. From that moment onward, he configured the narrative 
of his life almost single-mindedly in terms of temporality—in terms of his 
past, his present, and, with a consuming passion, his eschatological future. 

In his narrative reconfiguration of the self, he did two things. First, he en- 
visaged the self within a temporal flow of events that surrounded him as an 
individual in everyday existence. Second, he burdened his self with the task 
of giving meaning to those events. For Ghazali, giving life (75ya^) to his self 
was a kind of auto-therapy whereby he could experience the temporal flow of 
events while ascribing to them nonmaterial and cosmic meanings. 


Poetics of Legitimation 


To understand Ghazalr's crisis, we need to hear his own account with different 
eats. Since a writer’s biography lies in the twists of his language, we need to 
look at throwaway lines in his autobiography and at biographical fragments. 
From close readings of his writings, we get a larger picture of his identity 
as a subject. Imaginative readings of Ghazali’s spiritual testimony looked at 
alongside the various biographical and hagiographical accounts can cast an 
introspective light on his narrative. 
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The historian of religion understands better than others that mythology 
and myth-making play a crucial part in shaping personal life-tellings.^* Ernst 
Kris, for instance, tells us that the use of "biographical formulae" transforms 
the mythical aspects of a subject’s life into the factual.”° Constant repetition 
of the same incident or event sets into motion a process whereby the image 
of the subject is affected. Ghazali's biography — both his own assertions and 
those made by others after him — has made his image vulnerable to formulaic 
representations. One only has to look at the several myths in circulation that 
affirm his multiple roles as a theologian (mutakallim), philosopher ( faylaszif ), 
and mystic (zzufasawmif ) to become aware of such reproductions. 

A number of myths are circulated to legitimize Ghazali's theological works 
and his siifi-inspired writings. Several of these are oneiric in character: it is 
in edifying dreams that certain pious figures have made their appearance to 
people in order to attest to Ghazali’s piety and spiritual achievements. Not 
only did Ghazali have dreams of significance, then, but well-wishers, col- 
leagues, and pietists have disclosed their visions of his elevated spiritual des- 
tiny. Legitimizing dreams, Leah Kinberg reminds us, are subtle ways of 
coding information and reinforcing the authority of a person portrayed in 
myths.” These dreams tell of Ghazali's success in becoming an axial figure in 
Islamic history. 

Often, dreams direct people about how to behave, think, or react to specific 
life experiences." Oneiric communications, like all others, however, require 
an interpretation of their symbolic language. It is not unusual to find rela- 
tional inferences drawn between dreams, poetry, and narratives of scriptural 
revelation. In the view of early Muslim philosophers and mystics, dreams con- 
vey information and knowledge of a higher reality. Though the intuition and 
information derived from dreams does not carry any authoritative value in a 
general sense, individuals who experience dreams find their meanings com- 
pelling. Legends abound of how certain figures were tortured by indecision 
over contentious matters until dreams solved their psychological dilemmas. 

The founder of the influential Ash‘ari theological school, the theologian 
Abū al-Hasan al-Ash'arī (d. 324/935—36), left the Mu'tazili fold to develop his 
own following on the basis of a dream. The Prophet Muhammad appeared 
to Ash'ari in a dream, asking him why he did not come to the defense of his 
Sunna, a term that designates the edificatory statements, actions, and endorse- 
ments of the Prophet. Immediately after having this dream, Ash‘ati adopted 
a more literalist approach to the tradition. Then, through a succession of 
dreams in which he communicated with the Prophet, Ash‘ari configured his 


74 | Narrativity of the Self 


real assignment: to explain the prophetic tradition with the help of rational 
discoutse. 

Some of Ghazali's most influential writings on ethics and theology were 
popularized via dreams. One Abü al-Oāsim Sa'd b. "Ali al-Isfara'ini had a 
vision in which he saw that the Prophet Muhammad approved of Ghazali's 
theological text Theses of Dogmatics ( Qama'id al-'aqa id ). Very detailed sequences 
of similar dream representations are fully documented by annalists such as Taj 
al-Din al-Subki (d. 769/1368) and Abü al-Qàsim Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176).”* In 
another example, an outspoken critic of Ghazali’s famous book Resuscitation 
of the Sciences of Religion, Ibn Hirzam al-Maghribi, dreamed that he was being 
whipped at the command of an offended Prophet Muhammad for his criti- 
cisms of the book. When Ibn Hirzam awoke, he, to his horror, found whip 
marks all over his body.” 


Poetics of Dreams 


Ghazali frequently invoked the oneitic imagination and the importance of 
dreams. Communications delivered via dreams were to him a valid form of 
knowledge, and he made several important decisions based on insights de- 
tived from oneiromancy. When he decided to end his ascetic isolation and 
return to teaching in 499/1106, for example, this critical decision was based 
on his own dreams and spiritual visions together with the visions of persons 
whom he had consulted.*' 

True dreams (rzyà sadiqa), divine communications via inspiration, and vi- 
sions in a wakeful state are all different grades of revelatory inspiration. Draw- 
ing on established Muslim tradition, Ghazali recognized dreams as but one of 
the forty-six aspects of prophetic inspiration, and thus as distinct from illu- 
sions and hallucinations.” In Ghazali’s view, there are dire consequences to 
faith in denying the reality of dreams as a source of knowledge out of sheer 
ignorance or arrogance. "Beware, if the sum total of your share of this knowl- 
edge [of dreams] leads you to deny what goes beyond your limitation," he 
warns, and he continues: 


For in this matter many pretentious scholars perished in their assumption 
that everything is comprehensible by means of rational knowledge only. 
For ignorance is preferable to reason if it leads to rejecting matters [that af- 
fect the integrity] of the friends of God, the Sublime. The one who denies 
the [validity of the science of oneiromancy] with respect to the friends of 
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God, also implicitly rejects the validity of prophets, and as a consequence 
has completely exited the pale of religion.” 


In this passage, Ghazali is so convinced about the self-evident nature of the 
symbolic realm that he issues a furious admonition that anyone who makes 
light of the meaning of dreams might also be unknowingly breaking with reli- 
gion! Oneiric imagination, for Ghazali, was part of a continuum of prophetic 
inspiration that evokes the symbolic universe, which is essential to religion. 
Symbols are essentially image-words that go beyond the representation of 
images; they privilege what an image represents and the meaning it conveys 
over the image itself." Prophecy, with some qualification, shares the same 
symbolic system in which the oneiric imagination is located. An assault on 
one aspect of that integrated symbolic system, such as denying the validity of 
dreams, is deemed to be an attack on the entire system. 

Dreams require presentation and re-presentation; their secrets lie buried 
in their interpretations. Just like the historian draws edificatory admonition 
(ibra) from historical data, so does the interpreter of dreams deduce edifica- 
tory meaning (/2 Tir, which has the same root as “b-r, “to cross over”) from the 
images, symbols, and feelings experienced in dreams. One of the most the- 
matically coherent and full stories in the Qur’an, the chapter called “Yusuf” 
(Joseph), is brimful with oneitic semiotics. The Qur’an states that the inter- 
pretation of dreams (éa vil al-ahadith) is the hallmark of the prophet Joseph. 
Dreams ate first translated from images into verbal reports (abadith), which 
are then subject to interpretation. Vignettes of Joseph’s saga with his envi- 
ous brothers, his narrow escape from the seductive wiles of Potiphar’s wife, 
and his conversations with fellow prisoners are included in a chapter of the 
Qur'an and described as the “best of stories” (ahsan al-qasas), ot, if you like, 
the best “re-presentations.” Interestingly, in the view of most classical Qur'an 
commentators, it is not so much the content of the narration as the superla- 
tive performance and style of presentation (ahsan al-bayan) that is paramount 
in Joseph's story.? 

The exegetes take seriously the meaning of the word “story” (qissa): "to fol- 
low something step by step” (atabbu‘) and “to expound something gradually 
and sequentially” by drawing the listener into the performance itself. In other 
words, listening means participating in the narrative. Another chapter in the 
Qur'an is named “Qasas,” or “The Storytelling.” This twenty-eighth chapter 
of the Qur’an is filled with Israelite salvation history (Heé/sgeschichte) detailing 
the encounters, suffering, and trials of Moses, the Israelites, and the pharaohs 
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of Egypt. To grasp this story, one must adhere to the protocols of listening 
(and, after the Qur'an later became primarily a written text, reading), which 
requires careful and attentive tracking of the subtle twists and turns in the 
stoty. Io listen to a scripture like the Qur'an and to “re-cite” it is not only 
an act of ordinariness, which it is, but also a search for the profound human 
drama that such ordinary acts embody. 


Poetics of Interpretation 


The interpretation of narratives and texts shares a common substrate with 
the interpretation of dreams: they share the use of the unconscious and the 
imaginal faculties. In a poignant insight, Ghazali states: "Know indeed, that 
interpretation [/427/ ] is analogous to the science of interpreting dreams [onei- 
romancy; /abir].”°° With this pithy but meaningful comment, Ghazali strove 
to restore the classical equipoise between interpretation and the unconscious. 
Commenting tongue-in-cheek, he argued that if deprived of imagination to 
see the connection between interpretation and the unconscious, an unsuspect- 
ing exegete (mufassir) might get bogged down in fussing over trivia. Literalist 
exegetes lacking in imagination could end up with nothing but an interpre- 
tive shell (gishr). If they failed to grasp the complex nuances of meaning, he 
feared, they would be bound to miss the complex imagination that is animated 
by words. 

Interpreting dreams is like interpreting texts, Ghazali explained. Both re- 
quire plumbing the deeper recesses of one’s being. Just as the art of interpre- 
tation needs the sciences of lexicography, logic, and history, it also requires 
modalities to sustain the network of links with an interpreter’s being and sub- 
jectivity. In short, interpretation relates to the interiority of the interpreter. 

Drawing on the writing of the early pietist Ibn Sirin (d. 110/728), Ghazali 
agreed with Ibn Sīrīn that interpretation (/227/) involves translation from one 
mode of thought to another. He took several illustrations from Ibn Sirin's 
writings on dreams. For example, a person dreams that he sees himself sealing 
the mouths of men and the pudenda of women and seeks an explanation and 
interpretation for the dream. Ibn Sirin provides a very unexpected interpreta- 
tion. The dream, he explains, means that the man in question is prematurely 
giving the call to the morning prayer in the month of Ramadan.” In this holy 
month, the morning call to prayer customarily signals the beginning of the 
daylight hours of fasting. Eating, drinking, and sexual intercourse cease from 
that moment onward for the duration of the daylight hours. So when this man 
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prematurely makes the call, he effectively prevents people from eating and 
having sex at a time when they lawfully can still do so.*” That, Ibn Sitin ex- 
plains, is what the symbolism of sealing the mouths and the pudenda means. 

Another person sees himself pouring olive oil into an olive pit in his dream. 
Ibn Sitin discloses the disturbing news to the man that he is unwittingly com- 
mitting incest. How? One of his concubines is actually his biological mother! 
This episode requires some explanation. As a rule, Islamic law prohibits the 
sale of a slave who has borne her master's child. The rule prevents the occur- 
rence of incest, which the frequent resale of female slaves can make statisti- 
cally more frequent—women are purchased as concubines by people who are 
biologically related to them. In Ibn Sirin’s example, it appears that the sale 
prohibition was violated or perhaps that the concubine was captured in a war 
and sold to her blood descendant. The symbolism of the dream denotes fu- 
tility: the redundant act of injecting olive oil into an olive pit signals the ab- 
horrence and futility of incest. 

Ghazali’s comments on Ibn Sirin’s interpretations are of interest to us. He 
hastened to point out the hazards of merely performing a workmanlike exe- 
gesis of dreams and texts. To provide literal explanations of the key words 
in the two dreams, like seal (AAdtam), pudenda ( furaj), mouths (afwah), and 
olive (zaytin), would be not only highly inadequate but simply erroneous. The 
person who tries to decipher dreams by literally translating (yusarjimu) key 
words, as exegetes ate inclined to do, is, he sardonically observes, someone 
who barks up the wrong alleys. Plain exegesis is very different from an in- 
terpretation that grasps (yudriku) the symbolic interrelations between words 
and their different uses. It takes a different set of skills and advanced insights 
to configure the links between the symbols denoted in dreams and their real- 
life interpretations. Only a combination of skills and knowledge allows one 
to decode how the sealing of mouths and pudenda signifies that someone is 
prematurely making the call to prayer in the month of Ramadan or how pour- 
ing oil into an olive pit denotes incest.** 

Decoding or translating a dream sequence into narrative meaning requires 
the ability to grasp the complex semiotics at play. Ghazali suggests that there 
is an irreducible connexity—a quality of connectedness— between what we 
“hear” in the heart by means of the regular instruments of perception avail- 
able to us, on the one hand, and the complex as well as hidden recesses of 
the self, on the other. Being and imagination — subjectivity — are intimately 
linked to the words and symbols we use through the act of interpretation. 
Whereas many modern commentator-exegetes would wince at this cheek-by- 
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jowl consorting of denotative meaning, logic, symbolic representation, and 
sentiments, Ghazali and other premodern thinkers nevertheless deemed such 
heterogeneity to be salutary. 

This unity of meaning found in the radical heterogeneity of symbol systems 
is actualized via Ghazali’s commitment to a form of radical onto-theology, 
which will be discussed in a later chapter. Ghazali believed that one’s being 
is anchored in divine grace and not in an ether of bottomless rationality. This 
mode of thinking enabled Ghazali to exit the linear logic of rationality and 
reach for other modes of knowledge. Sure, he displayed an antirational streak, 
but, as I will show later, he did not abandon rational discourse altogether, 
as some have alleged. He only framed rationality within a larger, perhaps es- 
sentializing, ontology of grace. With this ontology in hand when interpret- 
ing the unconscious in the form of dreams, Ghazālī was able to defy what 
Sigmund Freud later described as the “either-or” logic of rational discourse.” 
Thinkers like Ghazali—much to the annoyance of some of his detractors — 
give primacy to the logic of the imaginary that is constructed as “both /and” 
while disavowing the limiting embrace of the “either/or” (il)logic exempli- 
fied in the English idiom, “You can’t have your cake and eat it too.” 


Poetics of the Unconscious 


Since the interpretation of symbols and images rooted in the unconscious is 
expressed in words, the unconscious is central to language and thus to narra- 
tive. In poetry, called sh/7 in Arabic, there is an emotive awareness and knowl- 
edge that profound ideas, thoughts, and words interweave in rhymed presen- 
tation. Poetry not only teaches us how words produce meaning but how words 
relate to the structure of the imagination in the unconscious. Richard Kearney 
captures this relation perfectly. “This language of the unconscious, expressed 
at the level of the imaginary and the symbolic, is the portal to poetry,” he 
says." As if he intuits Ghazali's notion of the dib/z as a portal, in describing 
the language of the unconscious, Kearney adds: “Poetry is to be understood 
here in the extended sense of a play of poresis: a creative letting go of the drive of 
possession, of the calculus of means and ends. It allows the rose — in the words 
of the mystic Silesius — to exist without why.” “Poetics,” he continues, “is the car- 
nival of possibilities where everything is permitted, nothing censored. It is the 
willingness to imagine oneself in the other person’s skin, to see things as if one 
were, momentarily at least, another, to experience how the other half lives." *' 
A cursory overview of the links between the unconscious and poetry in the 
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Arabo-Islamic tradition shows that the word xxash ar, from the root sh--7, sig- 
nifies a "sacred space." And, from the same root, we derive s//zr, meaning 
"symbol." We also derive from it s/z/Zr, meaning "inner conscious feeling." 
So, if dreams are associated with prophecy and told through presentations and 
stories, then poetry, too, is intensely related to emotive remembering and rep- 
resentation. Here, remembering is not only a literary overture but is rooted 
in the fabric of life and practice, namely, ethics. In pursuit of framing Gha- 
zali’s inventive making and creating — poiesis — one can hardly disagree with 
Brodsky that a “poem is . . . the closest possible interplay between ethics and 
aesthetics." ^ For if anyone has accomplished the marriage between law and 
ethics on the one hand and mysticism and aesthetics on the other, there is no 
finer exemplar than Ghazali. 

Aristotle, in the Poeics, tells us that poetry is also a form of “mimesis,” 
meaning imitation or representation." This insight introduces a whole 
new sensibility and irenic relationship between Ghazalian and Aristotelian 
thought. Ghazali carefully mediated the semiotics of the Our'ān and the 
Arabo-Islamic tradition when he used key terms such as storytelling (gasas) 
and poetry (shir) in conversation with the Aristotelian tradition. Drawing on 
Michael Davis’s reading of Aristotle, I have come to understand that imi- 
tation and representation are ways of stylizing reality.“* If any early Muslim 
thinker welcomed the concept of stylizing reality in imaginative ways, then 
Abi Hamid al-Ghazali was surely him. At the level of thought or reason, he 
points out, we understand symbols by way of simulation, or simile (¢amthi/), 
and synopsis (djma/); and, at the level of human action, he continues, we can- 
not desist from imitation (/a 4557) and exemplary representation (/4/ida").^ His 
comments only reinforce what I have earlier argued, that philosophical poet- 
ics is about the interconnection of reason and action, imagination and repre- 
sentation. What Ghazali and Muslim discourse more generally typify is the 
idea that nothing less than the conjugation of knowledge with practice (2/- 7/z 
ua al-'amal) leads to the completeness of being. Put differently, the synthesis 
is between two dimensions: being and existence. 

Moral reasoning, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson point out, becomes an 
activity as much as it is a constructive imagination by means of what they call 
an “experientialist synthesis.” Moral reasoning is indebted to metaphorical 
concepts, which assign a crucial role to the unity and fusion of reason with 
imagination."^ Indeed, in this, they do not stray much from Aristotle’s poet- 
ics, in which plot is the “putting together” (sunthesis) of deeds ( pragmata)." 
As Michael Davis points out, for Aristotle, poiétiké signifies not only the art 
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of poetry but also making and doing by combining plots so that they hold 
together beautifully, even if they are made from multiple and varied parts.” 

One can now forcefully make the case that mimesis lies behind all knowl- 
edge. For it is “only by representing something to ourselves,” says Davis, 
"that can we single it out as an object of inguiry.”*” Not only is poetics im- 
portant to the study of philosophy, but it inheres in all thinking: we cannot 
think about something unless we place that object in the foreground and tem- 
porarily set the other thoughts into the background for heuristic purposes. 
However, mimesis, or imitation, plays an even more important role: it frames 
reality by announcing that what is 7; the frame cannot be taken as real in an 
oversimplified manner. 

Take as an example the Muslim requirement to emulate the model prac- 
tice (Sunna) of the Prophet Muhammad, what can be thought of as imitatio 
Muhammadi, or the imitation of Christ. Every time the original act of the ex- 
emplar, the Prophet Muhammad, is faithfully reenacted (Z/iba^) by the adher- 
ent, it is clear that the original act is not repeated. To think of the imitation 
as “real” can be misleading. “Thus the more ‘real the imitation,” Davis cau- 
tions, “the more fraudulent it becomes.” °° In other words, if one thinks when 
emulating the exemplar that one is repeating the exemplar’s “original” act, 
then one has reduced one’s emulation to a rational and fraudulent act. It is 
this rational line of reasoning that inheres in and overwhelms much of fun- 
damentalist and maximalist thinking, irrespective of whether it is of a secular 
ot a religious kind. Emulation requires a focused dose of the imagination in 
order to make it real. Thus, only an act of the imagination can turn the imitation 
of the Muhammadan Sunna into an act of loyalty to and love for the Prophet 
Muhammad. 

Only when reason is distilled with the imagination can it make sense of 
emulation. Imitation is a performance that reenacts past events so that the 
subject becomes an integral part of the tradition and the network of truth 
across time and space. More importantly, imitation links the beginning of the 
tradition to its unfolding into the present. Uncannily, emulation parallels the 
function of narrative, for the purpose of narrative is the imaginative fusion 
of past and present temporalities. 


The Self: Between (Oto) Biography and Testimony 


Ghazali thrived on two fronts: first, as a jutist-theologian who stressed the 
rational element of action, and second as a pious süfi who placed emphasis on 
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the imagination, combining both dimensions in his discursive thought. His 
dual strength as a jurist-theologian and a mystic accounts for the honorific 
“Proof of Islam” (Hujjat al-Islam) that has been bestowed on him. His receipt 
of this title was preceded by his extraordinary scholarly success and his soul- 
searing personal transformation. 

At the personal level, Ghazali's life history, and by implication his “self,” 
was woven in a tapestry of engagements with multiple others. During his 
childhood, there was the anonymous elder of Tüs who supervised his early 
education from age eleven, that is, beginning in 462/1069. Ghazali was de- 
cisively influenced by the scholarship and ideas of Abi al-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni, 
one of his later teachers. His intellectual biography was also indebted to en- 
counters with philosophers, theologians, stifis, members belonging to hereti- 
cal sects such as the Isma‘ilis, and to caliphs, su/tans, and wazirs. One cannot 
ignore the influence on Ghazili’s existential formation of Nizam al-Mulk, 
wazir to the Saljiiq su/tans, or of Ghazali’s close association with the youthful 
caliph, Mustazhir. No sooner did he reach the pinnacle of his academic ac- 
complishments when, within four years after he attained a major professor- 
ship, restlessness and the desire to seek out the solitary path of asceticism set 
in. After resolving to forgo worldly endeavors and especially to avoid princes 
and rulers, he reversed his decision at the request of the wazir, Fakhr al-Mulk. 
Interrupting his isolation from visible public life, he taught for some time in 
an official capacity at his alma mater, the Nizāmīya in Nisapūt. 

What is striking about Ghazali's biography is the multidimensionality of 
his life, a multidimensionality of images, representations, emotions, and 
transformations that cannot artificially be compartmentalized. These ele- 
ments luxuriously shaped his biography and writings. The quality of fluidity 
makes it difficult to stabilize his story and lends his work a certain malleability 
for reconfiguration through redescription. Ghazali himself energetically en- 
gaged in acts of reconfiguration through voluminous writing. Many of his 
biographers also rewrite his life in manifold ways. Biographers in general, 
including Ghazali’s biographers, have to reimagine the past. Historical pre- 
cision may be neither appropriate nor possible, as worldviews are not easily 
chronicled in the manner of political events. Yet this in no way detracts from 
the reality of worldviews for the subject.*' In the past and the present, every 
effort at the painstaking reconstruction of the past is ultimately judged by its 
narrative outcome. 

One way of examining the broad themes of a biography is to see it as poet- 
ics. Another way is to see each aspect of the subject’s experience as a link in a 
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chain of rites de passage. To the extent that each individual’s life trajectory be- 
comes a social drama of milestones reached, destinations attained, and wishes 
fulfilled, as well as their opposite, these experiences in sum constitute the pil- 
grimage of life. I wish to underscore three aspects that epitomize the social 
drama of Ghazali's life: self, memory /wtiting, and exile. In the remainder of 
this chapter, I discuss his notion of self, while memory/writing and exile are 
discussed in subsequent chapters. 

Of the many anecdotes that annalists record from Ghazali's life, one pat- 
ticular event stands out. During his Wanderjahr, Ghazali one day entered the 
Aminiya College in the silk market (sag a/-harir) near the famous Umayyad 
Mosque in what is today the old city of Damascus. Conscious about his as- 
cetic need to remain incognito to most of the inhabitants of the great city, 
he shunned all company. The anxiety that he might be recognized as the fa- 
mous scholar from Baghdad weighed upon him like a catastrophe, since such 
acknowledgement would have prompted harmful egotistical stirrings in his 
soul. Asa salaried scholar, Ghazali usually welcomed fame and popular adora- 
tion. In fact, fora time in his life, many observed, such fame was all he sought. 

On that day in 1095 or 1096 in the Aminiya College in Damascus, however, 
he overheard one of the lecturers in a teaching circle mention his name as an 
authority on a particular issue, saying: “Ghazali said . . .” On hearing the men- 
tion of his name, the chronicler Subki tells us, Ghazali confessed the onset 
of conceit. But as soon as he registered this negative impulse, he fled Damas- 
cus, fearing the effects of impious thoughts on his turbulent soul.” On that 
fateful day in Damascus, he came to detest prestige and scholarly honorifics. 
The world became one huge prison of self-aggrandizement and egotism for 
Ghazali; it harbored vices that he learned to scorn. He realized that negative 
character traits prevent the soul from comprehending the truth by eroding 
the luminescence of the inner self. 

So noticeably changed was Ghazali as a man on that auspicious day at the 
Aminiya that the transformation became evident to his friends and foes on 
his return to Iraq. When his new behavior was compared to his pre-süfi de- 
meanot, it became clear that the personal transformation could not have been 
more radical. Roughly six years prior to that fateful day in Damascus, in 484 / 
1091, Ghazali had arrived in Baghdad to assume the coveted post of chair of 
ShafiT law at the Nizamiya College. Of all the descriptions we have of Gha- 
zali, the most vivid is that furnished by Abū Mansūr Ibn al-Razzāz (d. 539/ 
1144), himself a Shafi jurist of repute and a student of Ghazali’s. Describing 
the pomp and ceremony of the occasion of Ghazali’s appointment, Ibn al- 
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Razzaz observes: “Abi Hamid entered Baghdad, and we estimated the value 
of his clothing and mount to be nearly 500 dithams! When he turned ascetic, 
traveled, and returned to Baghdad [again], we valued his clothing to be worth a 
paltry fifteen kerats."*? This account suggests how someone who experiences 
such dramatic shifts in life can create his or her own cast of curious admirers 
and resentful enemies. More than that, it indicates that such radical change 
is bound to invite skeptical speculation as to motivation while encouraging 
scrupulous historians to establish its veracity. 


Personal Testimony 


But images of Ghazali’s life-changing transitions, in addition to his master- 
pieces of writing, sustain his memory in Muslim thought. How else does one 
explain why, approximately nine hundred years later, Ghazali still remains a 
formidable figure in Muslim thought? Ghazali's own narrative partially ac- 
counts for his extraordinary influence: he left for posterity an explanation of 
his personal concerns and inner feelings in his now-famous spiritual testi- 
mony, Rescuer from Misguidance. As the author of a memoir, or testimony, of 
his spiritual experiences, Ghazali is not unique. Many who came before and 
after him have written spiritual testimonies mixed with autobiography. Mys- 
tics, in particular, write for the edification of their disciples and novices.?* 
Often, these memoirs are rich in content, capacious in their interpretations 
of events, and evocative of personal intuitions. 

Roughly two centuries before Ghazali, we find a consistent production of 
spiritual memoirs that the author of Rescuer must have had in mind as models. 
Unsurpassable in this genre and possibly less personal than Ghazali’s mem- 
oir is the Counsels (ALwasdya) of the Basran-born scholar and mystic Harith 
al-Muhasibi, who lived in Baghdad for most of his life. Poor Muhāsibī ran 
afoul of the zealous followers of the influential and pious Ahmad ibn Hanbal. 
Ibn Hanbal was a scholar who specialized in prophetic reports, and his school 
developed a reputation for a fideistic commitment to faith driven by a nomi- 
nalist adherence to tradition. Ibn Hanbal had a hand in tormenting Muhisibi 
by denouncing him in lectures. His fanatical followers mercilessly persecuted 
Muhasibi, driving him to a lonely death.** In order to prevent posterity from 
judging him on the basis of the denunciations of his critics, Muh4sibi pru- 
dently wrote about his spiritual and existential experiences, using his own 
voice to counter the claims of his critics. 

Another partial autobiography left for posterity, less contemplative about 
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spiritual matters, came from the pen of one of Islamdom’s most well-known 
philosophers, Aba ‘Ali ibn Sina. Ibn Sina’s intriguing account of his intellec- 
tual interests and the political challenges he faced was left incomplete at the 
time of his death. One of his disciples later completed it." In it, the philoso- 
pher discussed a variety of issues, from his study habits and his commentary 
on the world surrounding his immediate milieu to the more mundane." 

There is a reasonable explanation as to why Muhasibi and Ibn Sina were 
keen to bequeath to posterity firsthand accounts of their lives. Both of them 
came from heterodox households. Muhasibi's father is alleged to have been 
a rebellious schismatic who was either aligned with the Shi'a or suspected of 
being a proponent of free will allied with a group known as the Qadaris. As- 
sociation with either of these sects—the Rafidi or the Qadari— would have 
drawn disapproval from the hegemonic theological formation known gener- 
ally as the Sunni trend.** Ibn Sina’s father was not only a Shi'i but allegedly 
a prominent figure within the circles of the esoteric Isma'ilis. This fact lends 
credence to the claim that Ibn Sina’s early education took place within an emi- 
nently heterodox tradition.? So both Muhasibi and Ibn Sina had good reason 
to be apprehensive about their legacies. Affiliation with marginal groups and 
sects of disrepute could savagely stigmatize a person in the medieval world, 
as it can today. In the absence of clarification provided in their own voices, 
posterity might have made the wrong assumptions about these men's intel- 
lectual and doctrinal affiliations by associating them with their families. 

At least some people of repute in medieval times, like their modern suc- 
cessors, felt it was a personal and even a religious duty to set the record 
straight by means of autobiography.” Until recently, modern Western writers 
have approached Muslim autobiographies in order to capture the essentialized 
self of the biographical subject, one that is easily and transparently discern- 
ible through literary interpretation.’ With such discredited presumptions at 
work, the enterprise of mapping the history of the “self” in Muslim thought 
had limited chances of success. Others have claimed that autobiography is ex- 
clusively Western in provenance, a view now thoroughly debunked by serious 
scholarship. Some time ago, noted historians like Jacob Burckhardt, Charles 
Bushnell, and others began to acknowledge the extent to which Muslims have 
contributed to the genre of biographical and autobiographical writing. Bush- 
nell, to his credit, argued that the successors to Augustine in the writing of 
autobiography were not Christians but Muslims. Burckhardt wrote that the 
“Arab had felt himself an individual at a time when other Asiatics knew them- 


selves as only members of a race.” 
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In Muslim cultures, the frequency with which autobiographies, or spiri- 
tual memoirs, occur by the eleventh century may signal the emergence of new 
notions of “self” and “identity” within the cultural history of this civiliza- 
tion. Given that their appearance coincided with the stabilization of the major 
theological and juristic divisions, these documents provide some sense of the 
shape and form of social relations among communities and their multiple po- 
litical and ideological formations. People may have begun to look for new 
ways of expressing social solidarity as Muslim political power in the eleventh 
century became unstable and unwieldy. Individuals and groups took it upon 
themselves to cultivate their identities independent of official dogmas and 
their complex surroundings with a bid to preserve their histories, honor, and 
reputations for future generations. 

Prior to the appearance of these documents that record the identities and 
histories of individuals, most people were content with a form of voluntar- 
ism —with the idea that one's reputation and prestige, as well as one’s good 
fortune to perform virtuous deeds, were ultimately in the hands of God. And 
if any memories were worth preserving, then Providence would ensure that 
others would faithfully provide accounts of those memories for posterity. 
However, that attitude seems to have undergone change when scholars pro- 
actively began producing several genres of historiography, hagiography, and 
biographical dictionaries of jurists, theologians, and pious figures that in- 
cluded extensive details of their accomplishments.” 

Almost parallel to the old practice of third-party documentation, autobi- 
ography emerged in certain Muslim societies roughly in the twelfth century 
as a gente of writing. The timing of its emergence roughly coincided with 
the era that the historian Franz Rosenthal examines in his exploration of cer- 
tain forms of alterity in medieval Islam.“ Critical figures associated with the 
traditional Muslim law schools began to emphasize their individual authority 
as jurists rather than merely adhering to the consensus opinion of their re- 
gional schools. It is around the same time that we begin to note a pattern by 
which individual scholars and figures asserted their autonomy and differenti- 
ated their viewpoints from those that society and communitarian ideologies 
attempted to shackle them to. Literature on Islamic mysticism, in particular, 
accounts for the growth in the genre of autobiographical writing in which 
individual identity was asserted. This literature is significant in its detailed dis- 
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cussions about notions of the “self,” “identity,” “alterity,” and “subjectivity. 
e usual way of describing scholars in the biographical dictionaries was 
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to state that X was “the most learned among the learned”; Y was “the most 
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learned jurist of his time” (afqah al-nas fi zamanihi); Z. was “more learned than 
so and so” or “better qualified than W”; or P was “more seductive than a fox” 
(arwagh min tha‘lab). These tropes, parsed from the early literature, make com- 
parisons on a hierarchical level, but such comparisons were not a universal 
feature of the literature. Elements of horizontal differentiation are also evi- 
dent in the work of some early figures. The writings of the master Arabic stylist 
and belles lettrist Abà Hayyan al-Tawhidi and of the renowned jurist and poly- 
math from Muslim Spain “Alī b. Ahmad Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064) both come 
to mind. They are exemplary precisely because they deviate from the hierar- 
chical differentiation that characterizes so many of the medieval works.“ 

The construction of self-portraits is indeed informative of the existence of 
the notion of self-presentation in Arabic literature. Many scholars bequeathed 
to us documents that resemble what we today would call curricula vitae. In 
them, they listed their family links, prestigious descent (if it deserved men- 
tion), the names of teachers with whom they had studied, the titles of the 
books they had written or dictated, and the most important professional posts 
they had occupied. Such writing may constitute an early sample of simple 
autobiographies, /arjama nafsahu, which literally means “translating /explain- 
ing one’s self.”** A plausible reason for the noticeable growth in the autobio- 
graphical genre might have been the need to accent individual agency through 
narratives of self-presentation. But, more than anything else, this trend con- 
firms the growth of a notion of individualism. 

Pietistic motives clearly animated some of the autobiographical writings 
of middle Islam. As prosperity increased, people were in a position to travel 
and work in far-off places, which promoted cosmopolitanism. Many mobile 
scholars documented their travel experiences and encounters with different 
teachers. Their motive for doing so was to acknowledge divine blessings be- 
stowed on the autobiographical subject, for to do so was also to give thanks 
to God. The Qur’an urges adherents to publicly give thanks: “And as for the 
bounty of your Lord, speak about it!” ° Announcing the bounties the Creator 
bestows on one is a virtuous act; it is not meant to inspire pride but rather to in- 
duce humility, nor is it intended to demean those who are less fortunate. Some 
early figures, from ‘Abd Allah ibn Bulluggin (d. ca. 1094 or after) to Jalal al- 
Din al-Suyati (d. 911/1505), were held up as role models. Suyūtī, for instance, 
wrote a detailed autobiography titled Speaking about the Bounties of Allah.” 
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Unlike some of his famous predecessors, Ghazali, as far as we know, had no 
dishonorable family affiliations that could have stained his image. On the face 
of it, there was no explicit need for him to scrub his reputation by means of 
an autobiography. The ambiguities found in Rescuer provide fertile ground 
for speculation as to its purpose. I believe the overall thrust of it is not pri- 
marily autobiographical, nor is it a confession akin to Saint Augustine’s fa- 
mous text; rather, it is an expression of gratitude for the divine grace and 
favors bestowed on its author." Ghazalit subscribed to a particular form of 
mysticism, as Nasrullah Pourjawadi informs us, a type in which divine grace 
subsumes all events and happenings." 

Gratitude to God for rescuing him from his paralyzing perplexity was the 
reason Ghazali wrote a testimony. He felt obliged to give thanks and to iden- 
tify the real “savior” in his life. The interesting subtitle of Rescuer discloses the 
testimonial character of the text. The subtitle is “Uniting with the One Who Pos- 
sesses Glory and Awe.” A closer scrutiny of this subtitle not only throws light on 
how Ghazali wished to frame the event of his personal salvation, it also shows 
how such events motivated him to pursue the truth. Other versions of the 
subtitle read: “That Which Unites with the Possessor of Glory and Awe,” and “That 
Which Clarifies with Regard to the Possessor of Power” (A-mmusil / Al-muwassil / Al- 
mufsib ila dhi al-'igx wa al-jalal ). 

The active participle “rescuer” (mungidh) is a word by means of which Gha- 
zālī intended to suggest that his book is a complex narrative. Of course, the 
imagery conjures a scene in which someone in mortal danger or on the verge of 
drowning is rescued. However, one should not be oblivious to the fact that the 
notion of “rescuing” (éngadb) resonates with a motif in the Qur’an that Gha- 
zali subtly imported into his self-narrative. It was due to God's grace that He 
blessed the strife-ridden Arabs of the seventh century with a Messenger who 
rescued the people of Makka, and later Arabia, from spiritual perdition. This 
is how the Qur’an narrates that account: “And hold fast, all of you together, 
to the rope of Allah, and do not be divided. And remember with gratitude 
Allah’s favor upon you; how you were enemies and He made friendship be- 
tween your hearts so that you became as brothers by His grace. And you were on 
the brink of an abyss of fire, when He saved you from it| fa anqadhakum minha].’Thus, 
Allah makes clear His revelations unto you, that haply you may be guided." ? 

In writing his personal testimony, Ghazali drew on this aesthetic imagery 
from the Qur’an by weaving the dramatic poetics of someone who has been 
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rescued into the climactic tale. Ghazali invoked divine grace (ni‘mat Allah) as 
the source of his guidance that, in turn, necessitated the gratitude of the re- 
cipient. The work is also a witness to his personal covenant with God, whom 
he believed rescued him from sure ruin. He only provided his readers with 
snapshots of the most significant moments that were burned onto his mem- 
ory. Like a traumatized “survivor,” he did not tell us the entire story of his 
ordeal, and therefore Rescuer is not so much an autobiography as it is a testi- 
mony.”* 

In several of his essay-like treatises, Ghazali generated a combined ascetic 
and aesthetic paradigm that triggers a chain of equivalences between himself, 
God, and the divine light cast into his bosom that rescued him from mis- 
guidance. He wrote that he was profoundly indebted to God for opening the 
floodgates of esoteric knowledge and illumination that stilled his perplexed 
mind and finally brought luster to his soul"? He received from God, as he put 
it, “revelations innumerable and unfathomable in those breakthrough years 
of solitude.” ”° It was this analogical chain and bridge with which he reached 
the transcendent Other, God, who authored the subject. 

It was also the Other who unveiled to him the repository of that certainty 
that he so desperately sought, namely, the mystical path (asawwuf ) that illumi- 
nates the meaning of the inner life. “I learned with certainty,” Ghazali notes, 
“that it is above all the mystics who walk on the road of God."" Even though 
he had been a thoroughgoing empiricist, he railed against the monstrous con- 
flation of the analytic and the synthetic. His inner certainties compelled him 
to become critical of some of the disciplines and types of knowledge that he 
had once prized. Theological debates and discussions about logic, law, and 
philosophy seemed to him less fulfilling than they once had been. Indeed, he 
found himself drawn to the affective experiences of the self-disclosure of God 
that brought him such astonishing certainty. For all practical purposes, reli- 
gion without experience was, in his view, a mere chimera. Preferring a sensu- 
ous teligious experience, at times he singled out discursive prisms mediating 
religion for criticism, but he did so temperately. Only those discursive tradi- 
tions that were linked to some spiritual and ethical pursuit were of value to 
Ghazali. 

The self, as Ricoeur reminds us, is embedded in at least two instances: first, 
in the temporal “flow” of events, and second in those significant moments 
when one attempts to make sense of complex as well as momentous personal 
experiences.’* Ghazali’s now-famous and debilitating crisis was precipitated 
by “events” in the temporal flow of his life. And he triumphed by means of a 
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struggle to explore the meaning of his life. In short, the self is suspended be- 
tween the eventfulness of meaning or the meaningfulness of events. Events 
ate not just chance occurrences. They are part of the unfolding life story and 
narrative of the subject. Events such as Ghazali's early education on the pub- 
lic purse, his encounter with brigands, his exploration of the political intrigue 
in Baghdad, his self-imposed exile, and his personal anxiety at the Aminiya 
College wittingly or unwittingly all caused him to exhibit a spectrum of feel- 
ings and emotions. He had remorse and agonizing pangs of conscience for 
his earlier partisanship in messy politics and his display of unbridled intellec- 
tual narcissism. Surely, the immensely heterogeneous elements in his thinking 
only added to the complexity of his inner struggles. But Ghazali succeeded 
where others have faltered. He negotiated the antinomies of heterogeneity as 
well as the critical conjunctures of agonistic existence. Far from being nega- 
tive, the events and struggles of his life enabled him to productively crisscross 
multiple boundaries. 

A question to which he frequently returned was this: Can there be any 
meaning apart from the concreteness of existence and being? His personal 
crisis began when he could no longer make sense of his experiences, a condition 
of meaninglessness that led to the utter despair he eloquently recounts in the 
Rescuer. It is interesting that the most significant features of the crisis that he 
recalled were moments of incoherence and the haunting desire to overcome 
it. What troubled him most was that meaning failed him utterly. Neither the 
legal-moral constructs in which he had specialized nor the philosophy and 
theology in which he excelled could provide him with persuasive answers. In 
fact, as he tells us, his tongue could no longer move, a condition that drove 
him beyond despair to reach complete silence. 


Self and Intentionality 


Does Ghazali provide any hints at self-analysis? How did he conceive of the 
self in terms of history and psychology? From what can be gauged, I believe 
that he inferred that the proper subject of the historical sciences is the moral 
life of communities, and that subject is what he set out to investigate in most 
of his writings after his turn to stifism, painstakingly examining accounts of 
practices and how they might maximally improve the moral life of his com- 
munity. It is not that he was interested in the exploits of individual kings, 
prophets, pious figures, and wise men, but that he viewed them as exemplars 
of the moral life. 
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The psychology of the self is rooted in intentionality. This is best illustrated 
by an often-reported story from Ghazali's biographical accounts of his early 
education. When Ghazali and his brother, Ahmad, were orphaned in their 
teens, their education was paid for with the meager resources set aside in their 
father's will for the purpose. When Ghazali's private tuition in his hometown 
came to a halt due to a lack of funds, he was advised to join a live-in school 
(madrasa) in Ts. There, he received free boarding and tuition to complete his 
primary education in the interest of becoming a jurist-theologian. 

By any moral calculus, it is acceptable to take refuge in a public school 
when pecuniary reasons force one to do so in order to survive. Later in his life, 
however, Ghazali repeatedly lamented the fact that his primary education was 
polluted by his impure motives. This is a sentiment that may appear severe, 
and it has been incomprehensible to both his contemporaries and his mod- 
ern readers. The jurist and historian of Islamic law ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Isnawi 
(d. 772/1370) reports that Ghazali remorsefully remarked: “We went to the 
madrasa [ostensibly] to study law | figA], [but in reality we attended it] in order 
to get food.”” His regret was both palpable and consequential. No only did 
he recall this episode as an unholy and regrettable one, but he harbored guilty 
feelings that his scholarly career had tarnished beginnings. It distressed him 
to admit that learning could be turned from its purported noble ends into an 
instrument for mundane survival. “We sought knowledge not for the sake 
of God,” he inveighs against himself and his brother, before he delightfully 
mitigates his condemnation by adding, “but [knowledge] refused to [surren- 
der] except to God [ talabna al-tlm li ghayr Allah fa abā an yakūna illā li Allah.” *° 

Ghazali was not only tortured by the impurity of motive that he believes 
was inscribed in his foundational knowledge; a gaping wound also festered 
in his self. This entire episode, which centers on the improper acquisition of 
knowledge, speaks to the nakedness and transparency of his self, a self marked 
above all by a lack. The question he had to grapple with is this: How does one 
exorcise and cleanse a self that is clothed in the knowledge of expediency? 

Ghazali’s guilt-ridden conscience reminds one of Abelard’s memorable 
concern about the ethic of pure intention. “It is not the deed,” says Abe- 
lard, “but the intention of the doer which makes the crime, and justice should 
weigh not what was done, but the spirit in which it is done."?' If Abelard 
pushes the debate on intention toward the spirit of things, then Ghazali draws 
out attention to how knowledge is embodied. Pure intention (/&//25) does not 
exist on its own; rather, intention is the elixir that purifies both knowledge and 
practice. Ghazali exemplified in his own reflections the way that knowledge is 
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imagined and personified in Muslim thought. Knowledge is essentially about 
ethics — how to live and transform the self and others. Ghazali acknowledged 
that he first acquired informative discourses and reports, what we would call 
the facts of knowledge. But it takes something more for information and facts 
to morph into proper knowledge, by which one grasps a sense of reality. 

To bring about that change requires a psychological attitude that is fixed on 
intentionality. Only the catalytic elements of intentionality and purity of mo- 
tive transform information into a sense of reality, so that knowledge becomes 
constitutive of the senses. Disciplinary practices can straighten the prior dis- 
tortions of the senses and the self that block the cognition of the ends of 
knowledge. This is exactly what Ghazali set out to do during the rest of his 
life: to reconstitute his physical senses as well as his self. 

There is little doubt in my mind that Ghazali's lifelong battle with his self— 
a continuous struggle to celebrate purity of motive, to maintain rectitude and 
moral order within his soul — was marked by self-questioning that went back 
to the events of his teenage years. His obsession with purity of motive and 
sincerity shows that he preserved his childlike impressionability. Even on his 
deathbed, he advised his disciples to conscientiously “cultivate sincerity of 
motive” (‘alaykum bi al-ikhlas).** His ethics prompted him to conclude that any- 
thing derived from talent or influence is worthless unless it serves the greater 
moral cause and exclusively addresses the divine. Sincerity, for Ghazali, be- 
came the true standard, even the equivalent of true faith. 

Recall the mournful soliloquy: “But [knowledge] refused to [surrender] ex- 
cept to God.” In one sense, it is revealing. It is an expression of discontent 
subject to the torque of mutable feelings. In another sense, it is an index of 
the magnitude of the transformation that Ghazali had undergone. Laboring 
to overcome the egotistical motive, turning personal defeat into victory, and 
transforming the mundane into the profound are all tasks of the utmost im- 
portance in the search for the alchemy of the self. 

More importantly, his pithy declaration shows that he was able to visualize 
his past and present in terms of the sacrality of knowledge. Sacrality enters 
through the metaphoric domain. He attributes to knowledge a will and speaks 
of it as if it is a person, as if knowledge incarnates the poetics of language. He 
attains this via prosopopeia and personification. Prosopopeia (/isan al-hal) is 
the one trope that Ghazali frequently used, and it permeates his discourse.** 
One of the great virtues of prosopopeia as a trope is that it has the capacity 
to transform an idea into an anthropomorphism, as Paul de Man might say.** 
But it is not a crude anthropomorphism. Rather, it is one sustained in lan- 
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guage and brought about bya certain verbal overdetermination that is often 
produced by close figural readings. 

In a single move, Ghazali regenerated meaning through an event in his 
life and brought to the fore the nature of knowledge. While he did allegorize 
knowledge, he presented it kerygmatically: knowledge is instantiated as an 
event. So, while the narrative shifts, telling us what happens to knowledge, 
it also imperceptibly turns to the subject of knowledge—the person of Gha- 
zali. When knowledge refuses to surrender to mundane and profane ends, it 
simultaneously rescues its subject, Ghazali. In the process of describing this 
shift, Ghazali demonstrates how he imagined the spirit of knowledge and 
how this autonomous spirit incarnated his own life. 

When we explore the fragments of the life of Ghazali, they disclose how 
he was often locked between positions, caught in the paradoxes and contra- 
dictions of life in a veritable threshold position, a position at the crossroads. 
But the possibilities of understanding Ghazali in his complexity are sustained 
by certain strategies of reading. When we read Ghazali on the borderline of 
the corpus and the corpse, we become awate of the range of meanings he 
represents. Whatever Ghazali’s corpus of writing constitutes for posterity, it 
is intimately related to the construction of his self. Ultimately, the internal 
and external battles around his self are reflected in what constitutes writing 
and its meaning. In other words, the need to uncover Ghazali as the speaking 
subject —how he speaks within the broader context of Muslim traditions of 
knowledge and pedagogy — is critically important in understanding him and 
his oeuvre. 

To come to grips with the structure of Ghazili’s narrative is to recognize 
that his commitment to the logocentric discourses of law, theology, and phi- 
losophy in the early part of his career prefigured their counternarratives (heter- 
ologies), the most relevant being the complex tapestry of mysticism. While 
every narrative does invite the counternarrative, the question that arises is 
not whether the counternarrative is a legitimate narrative but, more critically, 
whether it can supplant the hegemonic narrative as the reiteration of the origi- 
nal. Is the dialogical imagination in Muslim discourse premised on alterities? 
And can these alterities also prefigure multiple and diverse Others? *° Or are 
alterities and Othering only a fiction of the dialogical encounter? If they are, 
will the desire to resolve it remain a cruel trick we play on ourselves? 


The intelligent man knows well that nature rebels against rote learn- 
ing. And whomsoever it overpowers, such a person is defeated. So 
when will that which is despised ever become the object of desire? 


— ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani, Shakwa al-gharib 


Poetics of Memory 
and Writing 


Perils of Writing 


How did Ghazali recover from the state of mired existence caused by his in- 
tellectual crisis? I believe that writing was his therapy; he told the story of 
his self by writing it and in the process “gave life” (#hya’) to his tormented 
soul. Rescuer is his diagnostic testimony, and Resuscitation contains the copious 
fruit of his meditations. The first text constitutes the narrative construction 
of the self, while the second can be considered to be an extravagant footnote. 
“After all,” says Brodsky, “a footnote is where civilization survives.”' When 
Ghazali began to understand his own personal history as a narrative, he was 
challenged to reach for a deeper layer of causes (etiologies) for his condition. 
His self-reflection led him to explore his years as a young adult, his experi- 
ments with writing and memory, and, finally, his decision to experience exile. 

An important episode in his life occurred when the young Ghazali returned 
from Jurjan. There, he had studied for about two years and prepared an ad- 
vanced dissertation (¢a‘%ga) on law under the supervision of his teachers.” On 
his return journey to Tis, Ghazali and his travel party were attacked by a 
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group of malefactors (‘ayyarin) who relieved Ghazali of his possessions, in- 
cluding the dissertation. He pleaded with the brigands to return his disser- 
tation, which was the product of years of labor and his most prized posses- 
sion. Ghazali does not mention the temporary theft of his dissertation in the 
Rescuer, but it is a well-documented event, carefully recorded by the Shafi 
biographer Subki and confirmed by several other chroniclers. Subki reports 
Ghazali’s account of his encounter, which begins with Ghazali’s address to 
the head of the brigands: 


I plead with you in the name of Him who keeps you safe to only return to 
me my dissertation [za fga]. It will be of little value to you. The leader of 
the brigands asked me: “What is a za #qa?” I replied: “Books in my bag. I 
traveled to listen and write it and to have knowledge of it.” He derisively 
laughed at me and said: “How can you claim to have knowledge, when I 
have taken it and stripped you of it? You are now without any learning!” 
After a while, he ordered his men to return my bag. Ghazālī said: “The 
leader of the brigands turned into an oracle [wustantaq| whom God made 


to speak in order to guide me."? 


To Ghazali's eternal relief, the leader of the brigands returned his disserta- 
tion, but the event had a profound effect on his psyche. Convinced that God 
had used the brigands to convey a message to him, he resolved that it was his 
memory that should become the prime site in which he stored knowledge, 
not the pages of a book.* During his three-year stay in Tis after his return 
from Jurjan, he memorized his prized dissertation. The encounter with the 
brigands turned out to be one of many watershed moments in Ghazali’s life 
that shaped his attitude not only toward memory but also toward what he re- 
garded to be knowledge. This event complicated his idea of writing and its 
role in the constitution of knowledge. Subsequent to this event, Ghazali came 
to view memory as a treasure, something that was always available and present 
to him, while writing was susceptible to “theft.”° 

I have identified three stages in which Ghazali's attitude toward memory 
and writing developed. The first was marked by his obsession with memory. 
The next was one of compulsive doxological writing that served as an aide- 
mémoire, or, if you like, a kind of memory-writing. Finally, he entered a 
phase wherein he undertook what I call “heart-writing,” in which writing was 
different from what he was accustomed to: it became part of a highly meta- 
physicalized self. 
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Some of Ghazali's different comments and reflections on writing and mem- 
ory resonate with aspects of Plato’s view of writing. In the “Seventh Letter,” 
Plato dismisses writing, saying: “Any serious student of serious realities will 
shrink from making truth the helpless object of men’s ill-will by committing it 
to writing. In a word, the conclusion to be drawn is this; when one sees a writ- 
ten composition, whether it be on law bya legislator or on any other subject, 
one can be sure, if the writer is a serious man, that his book does not represent 
his most serious thoughts; they remain stored up in the noblest region of his 
personality.” “If he is really serious,” Plato adds, “in what he has set down in 
writing, ‘then surely’ not the gods but men ‘have robbed him of his wits.” $ 

To get a better sense of Plato’s views on writing, some explanation of the 
myth of writing’s origin is in order. In Phaedrus, Plato’s Socrates recounts it. In 
the region of Naucratis in Egypt, the myth states, there dwelled a god called 
Theuth to whom the bird known as the Ibis was sacred. Theuth, as we will re- 
call, was the god who invented geometry, calculation, astronomy, and, above 
all, writing. The king of Egypt at the time was Thamus, whom the Greeks 
called the Egyptian Thebes. In a bid to popularize the art of writing, Theuth 
visited the king in order to persuade him and all Egyptians of the wonders 
of writing. Writing, he believed, was a potion for memory and wisdom. The 
king Thebes, as Plato’s voice, had an altogether different opinion about the 
proposal, and he replied to Theuth as follows: 


O most expert Theuth, one man can give birth to the elements of an art, 
but only another can judge how they can benefit or harm those who will 
use them. And now, since you are the father of writing, your affection for it 
has made you describe its effects as opposite of what they really are. In fact 
it will introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they will 
not practice using their memory because they will put their trust in writ- 
ing, which is external and depends on signs that belong to others, instead of 
trying to remember from the inside, completely on theit own. You have not dis- 
covered a potion for remembering, but for reminding; you provide your students 
with the appearance of wisdom, not with its reality. Your invention will enable 
them to hear many things without being properly taught, and they will 
imagine that they have come to know much while for the most part they will 
know nothing. And they will appear to be wise instead of really being so.’ 
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Whether Ghazali was familiar with this myth is irrelevant. What is sure is that 
after almost losing his written knowledge in his twenties, Ghazali would al- 
most certainly have agreed with Plato and made the connection between writ- 
ing and “theft.” Like Plato, he was not only prone to view writing as being 
susceptible to theft but also feared that it might precipitate the destruction of 
memory and rob us of wisdom. Only when learning is stored in the “noblest 
of regions,” as Plato calls the memory, could knowledge be secure. 

It was the incident with the robbers that dramatically persuaded Ghazali 
to commit knowledge to a mental archive in order to remember things “from 
the inside,” as Thebes put it. The lessons Ghazali drew from his experience 
and Plato’s mythical narrative share a commonality: they both privilege the 
spoken word over the written word. When words are spoken, speaker and lis- 
tener are present to the utterance, giving the impression that the immediacy 
of the spoken word guarantees that we know what we mean just as we mean 
what we know. By contrast, the written word remains at a distance; it is liable 
to corruption, even theft and dispossession. Derrida identifies the feature of 
speech outlined above as the “metaphysics of presence.” The “metaphysics of 
presence” is shorthand for the fiction of direct reference, a fiction that inheres 
in Western thought and literature as well as in Muslim literary and interpre- 
tive traditions. 

Despite his critique of some of Derrida's propositions, especially Derrida's 
gnostic doctrines of the text, the literary critic Edward Said nevertheless 
broadly agrees with his French counterpart that any close reading (deconstruc- 
tion) has to originate in critical receptivity.* Deconstruction, concedes Said, is 
a liberating act of reading, one that frees the prisoners of meaning, liberating 
the land (space) of meaning from those who colonize it." The colonization of 
meaning takes place at the hands of all kinds of orthodoxies, starting with the 
elaborate dogmas attached to reading, interpretation, and how we construe 
meaning. The fiction of direct reference (the metaphysics of presence) is one 
way of colonizing meaning and, in doing so, stifling the emancipatory poten- 
tial of knowledge. This happens when we valorize the spoken word over the 
written one and especially when we sustain the fiction of unmediated meaning 
in talking about writing. In fact, writing (écriture), says Said, aside from being 
a process of production and effacement, tracing and retracing, is ultimately a 
“process of excess, overflowing, bursting through.” ® Deconstruction, espe- 
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cially of writing, becomes subversive, as Plato rightly feared, because it offers 
the possibility of liberating meaning from the fiction of a direct reference. 


Memory and Orality as Authority 


The preference for memory and speech over writing has been given a lugu- 
brious name: “phonocentrism.” Phonocentrism had widespread currency in 
Muslim societies of the fourth/tenth and fifth /eleventh centuries and after. 
This preference for speech and memory continues in the Muslim cultures of 
the modern period and is not only restricted to traditional Muslim pedagogi- 
cal practices of learning. In the heyday of Muslim phonocentrism, master 
scholars would permit their students to authoritatively transmit the knowl- 
edge they had committed to their “breasts.” Pectoral imagery was used to 
symbolize that something had been committed to memory, or, in the often- 
used phrase, that it was known “by heart.” Arabic speakers use an expression 
for memorizing something that literally translates as “to protect something 
on the surface of the heart” (hafiza ‘an zahr al-qalb), where the word “surface” 
is deployed metaphorically.” 

In this ancient Islamic knowledge tradition, a written text becomes a mete 
certificate of authenticity that serves either as an emblem that orally transmit- 
ted material has been learned or as something that will in due time be com- 
mitted to memory. The transmission of knowledge from teacher to student is 
governed by elaborate protocols for certification and authorization (#aza)."” 
The process of certification relies on a chain of authorities (57d ), a feature 
that some early Muslim writers claimed was unique to Islamicate cultures be- 
cause it was a distinct feature of the followers of the Prophet Muhammad." 
Not only are prophetic reports (ahadith) preserved and transmitted with rigor 
in traditional Muslim educational practices, but all knowledge related to sub- 
jects, such as law, Qur’an exegesis, theology, and mysticism, among others, 
is transmitted via meticulous chains of transmitters. 

Ibn Jama‘a (d. 733/1333), a noted Shafi judge in Mamlük Egypt, wrote a 
treatise titled Ze Memoir of the Listener and the Speaker in the Training of the Teacher 
and Student." In it, he details the required protocols for and etiquette of educa- 
tion in the medieval period. When a student received a certification of autho- 
rization from the teacher, it meant that the student was permitted to transmit 
the knowledge he had acquired to others, because his teacher had vouched 
for his credibility. Credibility was judged by how accurately and fluently the 
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disciple could rehearse from memory the learning the teacher had imparted 
to him.” 

As greater numbers of authorized written copies were gradually transmitted 
over time, books and reading gained importance alongside the memorization 
of texts.“ Despite this move toward writing, in the premodern Muslim world 
the pedagogical tradition still insisted that “what a man had in his memory 
counted more than what he had on paper, even if he had to refresh his mem- 
ory continually by reference to his notes.” '’ In fact, Ibn Jama‘a sternly warns 
that a student "should never depend on the books" in order to acquire knowl- 
edge, “because it is the most dangerous" of means." 

Ghazali, too, believed that youths should at first memorize the catechisms 
of faith, a process that would eventually lead to comprehension of the doc- 
trines and would finally result in strongly held convictions." Ghazali, Ibn 
Jamā'a, and the Muslim pedagogical tradition generally preferred that the 
elementary stages of learning take place under the supervision of a teacher 
instead of exclusively from an impersonal book.” To be an autodidact at an 
early stage of one’s education was not viewed as virtuous and may have been 
seen as the opposite. 

Ibn Jama‘a was meticulous in his emphasis on memory. He advised students 
to make sure that the material to be memorized was checked and corrected by 
an authorized teacher. Explanation of any matter was preferably to be sought 
from a living authority rather than an inanimate book. In other words, the role 
of the living authority was central to the transmission of knowledge in Mus- 
lim societies of the past. Most medieval methods of knowledge transmission 
sustained the fiction of the preeminent value of oral testimony and auditory 
forms of learning. The educational and pedagogical traditions of early Mus- 
lim societies made a fundamental ideological investment in orality. 

At the same time, orality was not valorized for its benign merits. In fact, 
orality was both the primary means of communication and the visible perfor- 
mative act of a living authority. Oral communication visibly performed its au- 
thority. Therefore, the performance-like quality of authority was often mon- 
strously conflated with unmediated authority and authenticity. This feature 
of orality eloquently demonstrates the ideological function of speech-based 
authority (phonocentrism): it masks the difference between signifier and sig- 
nified so that the performance of authority is viewed to be identical and equal to 
authority itself, erasing the distinction between the two. 

Yet, side-by-side with this emphasis on orality, we note that writing flour- 
ishes in Muslim societies that privilege phonocentrism. Gradually, an alter- 
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nation develops between writing and speaking. It is then that we move into a 
gray area. For it may well be that this alternation between writing and speak- 
ing does not favor speech over writing. Another possibility arises: namely, 
that textual traditions that are susceptible to blending between the two modes 
may already be fomenting deconstruction by means of the subversive act of 
writing. At best, the gray area suggests that the fiction of direct reference in- 
creases and decreases depending on the extent of deconstruction at work. 


Writing, Memory, and Logocentrism 


In Ghazali's case, an emphasis on memory did not inhibit him from being 
zealous and prolific in his writing. We know that even in the early phase of 
his career Ghazali wrote several books on law. Indeed, his decision to write 
so early in his career in violation of the established conventions offended his 
teacher Juwayni. Juwayni viewed Ghazili as trying to upstage him by writ- 
ing a book while still an apprentice scholar. Juwayni apparently asked him the 
thetorical question “Could you not wait until I died?” 

By means of his precocious and persistent engagement with writing, 
Ghazali himself threw into question his stated preference for memory over 
writing. Even while he alternated between writing and speaking, there were 
differences between the kind of writing he did during his prolific early and 
middle career and the kind of writing he did toward the end of his career. I 
want to argue that at the middle stage of his career he still viewed writing as 
a form of memory: he used writing as a substitute for memory, a mechanical 
reproduction of what he knew by heart, what he had recorded in his mental 
archive. Writing, in other words, was only a representation: it re-presented 
the speech-in-memory. While this was still a form of writing, it may be de- 
scribed as “memory-writing,” an ideological writing that generates certainty 
through the rhetorical and doxological closure of truth, a closure facilitated 
by direct reference, or the metaphysics of presence. 

In the case of Ghazali, I submit that there are some signs in his early work 
that indicate he was making a transition toward seeing the importance of writ- 
ing. For instance, one can infer that this transition was taking place from his 
frequent references to hikdya, since the word has the double sense of both oral 
and written narrative. However, his proclivity for suggesting that writing is 
identical to speech did not detract from his decision to write voluminously. 
On the contrary, he may have been unconsciously accenting the difference 
between writing and speech. 
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One of the significant consequences of Ghazali's undertaking to write was 
that in doing so he made an implicit — perhaps unconscious — admission that 
meaning can be deferred, stored, and possibly recuperated at a later stage. 
And with that admission came the possibility that any writing could mean 
something different than what the writer had originally intended it to mean. 
The very process of delaying, that is, of delaying the immediate self-presence 
of speech by turning it into the medium of writing, is pregnant with signifi- 
cance and is liberating. “Because writing itself,” argues Said, “is a form of 
escape from every scheme designed to shut it down, hold it in, frame it, par- 
allel it perfectly, any attempt to show writing as capable in some way or the 
other of being secondary is also an attempt to prove that writing is sz original." ^ 
Writing is at the center of the struggle to free meaning from the fiction of di- 
rect reference in order to proclaim its own liberation. 

At the middle stage of his career, Ghazali juxtaposed memory /orality/ 
speech with writing. He did so in a binary manner, just as he posited the literal 
against the metaphorical, nature against culture, and positive against nega- 
tive. At this stage of his career, he was still committed to an exoteric interpre- 
tative paradigm and had not as yet embraced a more complex paradigm that 
could also account for esoteric sensibilities. Memory, speech, literalism, na- 
ture, and being positive and affirming in one's conviction —all of these Gha- 
zali considered to be superior terms. They were pitched against the inferiority 
of their opposites, namely, writing, metaphor, culture, negativity, and doubt. 

The use of a superior term resulted in celebrating the /ggos (reason and 
speech), whereas the use of an inferior term marked a linguistic fall. In this 
alternation between speech and writing, absence and presence, a definite sub- 
text persists: all analysis is strategically returned to its origins, is located in 
voice; by inference, writing is degraded. By privileging the oral word stored 
in memory over the written word, Ghazali believed he could gain unmedi- 
ated access to knowledge through phonic speech. So in transforming writ- 
ten texts into a voice that was locked in his memory, Ghazali celebrated, in 
Edmund Husserl’s words, “the solitary mental life” in which the self is present 
to itself.” Or, in the words of Paul de Man, his was a strategy that privileged 
“(t]he unmediated presence of the self to its own voice, as opposed to the re- 
flective distance that separates the self from the written wotd.”** My reading 
of Ghazali’s impulsive reaction to the incident of the temporary theft of his 
dissertation leads me to conclude that at that stage of his career he identified 
the spoken sound captured in memory as identical with meaning (thought). 

However, despite its having a continuous tradition in Muslim scholarship, 
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not even phonocentrism, with its associated preferences for the literal, the 
natural, and the positive, can repress the multiplicity of meaning or pretend 
to grasp meanings in an absolute fashion purely on the grounds of having ac- 
cess to their origins. Phonocentrism has produced what Derrida terms “logo- 
centrism": an attitude or philosophy that claims that meaning emanates from 
speech, logic, reason, the word of God, or any other absolute origin that pre- 
cedes it and, as a result, escapes the infinite play of writing. Any suggestion 
that a critique of logocentrism is tantamount to refuting the role of reason 
and logic in the process of meaning-making, as it is sometimes alleged, is 
an oversimplification that misses the point. What deconstruction, or a cri- 
tique of logocentrism, does deny is the capacity of any single element to make 
meaning transparent without mediation. What deconstruction does is force 
us to enhance our understanding by searching for other elements that medi- 
ate meaning. 

How exactly the logocentric prejudice insinuates itself into thought re- 
mains largely unexplored in Muslim critical reflections. Mohammed Arkoun 
has attempted to read some texts of Muslim culture against the logocentric 
grain, provoking controversy in the process.” Yet logocentrism itself takes 
many forms. One of these is to treat “writing” as a supplement to the oral 
word: in short, to argue that writing plays the role of a reminder. Another ex- 
pression of logocentrism is the framing of binary oppositions, asserting that 
one equal term reduces the other to inequality and perpetuates ethnocentric 
valorization.” In short, the critique of logocentrism is necessary if we seek 
to unmask the unethical forms of reading that have domesticated themselves 
into ideologies of reading. Knowledge becomes a prisoner to ideology if we 
do not question some of the foundational presumptions about it, about trans- 
mission, and about meaning. 

Ghazali's early work is no doubt logocentric, showing proclivities toward 
phonocentrism that facilitate reference to an origin; they suggest that there 
is a pute, if not very commonly understood, source from which meaning and 
knowledge originates. Anyone who has lost treasured notes or whose writing 
has disappeared into the digital ether can have empathy for Ghazali’s panic- 
stricken state of mind following the temporary loss of his text. Perhaps it was 
that trauma, that loss, that drove him to phonocentric cultural practices. 

But, with an emphasis on origins, Ghazali could trace the source of some 
of his knowledge to his Shāfiī teachers, to the Ismāīlī family of jurists in 
Jurjān, and to Juwaynī —he could link his knowledge through chains of au- 
thorities to its sources. The impression he gave is that once he had committed 
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learning to memory all he needed to do was to recall the words from memory, 
from the “inside,” from time to time. 

What bolsters the claim to direct reference (metaphysics of presence) is the 
sense sustained in the historiography of Muslim knowledge and its epistemic 
foundations that the chain (ésnad ) of narrators secures authenticity. There is a 
belief that once the chains of transmission are activated and acknowledged the 
authenticity of knowledge is not only re-presented but becomes a visible and 
specular authority. In this scenario, knowledge is traced to a site, a point, be 
it language or authority, beyond which we need go no further. Logocentrism 
and the solitariness of presence are characterized by the irrepressible desire to 
have a transcendental signified that engenders a closed linguistic and knowl- 
edge system.” Many of Ghazali’s writings on theology, law, and philosophy 
from all periods of his life are marked with this desire for closure, but, like 
all desire, it was never totally consummated. 


Heteroglossia 


One reason that the desire for closure remains unfulfilled is that it fails to 
take into account the heteroglot nature of all speech. Contemporary Muslim 
interpretive traditions would profit from taking this aspect of interpretation 
seriously. Russian thinker and linguist Mikhail M. Bakhtin has pointed out 
that certain base conditions have an effect on the meaning of any utterance.” 
These conditions, which influence meaning and speech at any given time and 
place, are of several types: social, historical, psychological, and even meteoro- 
logical. When we take these conditions seriously, they give primacy to context 
over meaning, placing us in a position to say that all utterances are hetero- 
glot. Put simply, this statement means that utterances and speech function 
within complex matrices of forces that are at once impossible to later recon- 
struct and, therefore, impossible to tesolve.”* Logocentric discourses fail to 
acknowledge that oral speech as well as writing are unmistakably heteroglot, 
that original meaning cannot be recovered merely by means of the repetition 
of a speech, by sheer re-citation. While certain sensibilities and meanings are 
thus beyond recovery, the words, or signifiers, of any given speech continue 
the signification of meaning in a process of infinite iterability and substitu- 
tion, signifying new meanings under new, heteroglot conditions. 

There are, in fact, continuities and discontinuities of meaning. Bakhtin 
convincingly explains that all languages are subject to centrifugal forces that 
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disrupt and then reunite utterances and their meanings in a myriad of un- 
accountable ways. In this sense, heteroglossia has far-reaching consequences 
for interpretive traditions, and it remains largely unaccounted for in Mus- 
lim thought. For some authorities, the consequences of acknowledging that 
speech is heteroglot may be disturbing and subversive, since the acknowl- 
edgement solicits an admission that over time certain meanings are erased 
and new ones arise in their stead. The subversive implications are that recit- 
ing or reading the same text under a very different ensemble of conditions 
from the original conditions under which it was written can render very dif- 
ferent, even radically different, meanings. Often, different interpretations of 
the same text are indeed radically different, but the authority structures within 
interpretive communities are loathe to consciously acknowledge as much. 

While the adherents of logocentric approaches desire to overcome the ef- 
fects of heteroglossia by emphasizing the phonocentric aspects of speech via 
re-citation and re-animation as well as by constructing histories of interpreta- 
tion, there are limits to the extent that they can defy the conditions of hetero- 
glossia. Assuming that one can meticulously preserve, reconstruct, and re- 
trieve all the conditions surrounding original utterances, there still remains 
the challenge of creating audiences with subjectivities and conditions of het- 
eroglossia that are identical to those that were available at the time the origi- 
nal speeches were produced. Thus, even oral speech is subject to heteroglossia 
and as a consequence is exposed to the erosion of original meaning. Inter- 
pretive communities work hard to confront and contain the corrosive effect 
of heteroglossia as best they can under the illusion that the moment of origin 
can be recovered. 


Ghazali and Heart-Writing 


In the intellectual circles of the late-eleventh-century ‘Abbasid world, writ- 
ing inexorably became prominent, if Ghazali’s output is any index. And we 
find in his writings instances and flashes when writing is not the enemy but 
instead is momentarily celebrated. One can identify the discourses in which 
writing makes its presence felt most forcibly: they are those in which his mysti- 
cal meditations are secreted into the exoteric discourses in several parts of the 
Resuscitation and at critical moments in his enormous oeuvre. One can assert 
with more than a modicum of confidence that Ghazali did reach a stage when 
he no longer viewed writing as “theft,” at least not in the way that Socrates 
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and King Thebes saw it in Plato’s recounting of the myth. Just as a close read- 
ing of Plato reveals that not all writing is bad, so, too, I would argue, can we 
see Ghazali at certain moments radically change his attitude toward writing. 

In summary, one can say that Ghazali experimented with two kinds of writ- 
ing. One is what I have already identified as “memory-writing,” or “doxo- 
logical writing”; the other is “heart-writing.” Matured by time and expeti- 
ence, Ghazali arrived at a point where he privileged sifi metaphysics and 
cosmology above all other ways of seeing the world. After his immersion in 
sūfism, he experienced, in his words, “writing on the slate of the heart” — 
heart-writing, or what I prefer to call “dialogical writing.” This form of writ- 
ing was a product of the mingled intensity of his stifi metaphysics and his 
sophisticated discursive apparatus. These conditions galvanized Ghazili’s in- 
tense mood of introspection and boosted his confidence to think more cre- 
atively about the act of writing in relation to his being. Gnostic and mystical 
elements clearly varnished the discursive repertoire that oxidized his writing 
and enabled him to serve it to newer audiences and communities of interpre- 
tation. Subtly, his early loyalty and privileging of speech and memory were 
amended so that he began to valorize writing even as he occasionally oscil- 
lated between favoring speech and writing in turn. 

This oscillation, but especially the explicit accent on writing, is evident 
in one of his last works on legal theory, The Quintessence (AL-mustasfa). This is 
a work that Ghazali completed a few years before his death. Discussing the 
requisite qualifications a jurist must have in order to exercise jutistic discre- 
tion (Z/ibad ), he catalogues the qualifications for a master jurist (zzujfabid ). 
Unlike his predecessors, who provided lists of almost impossible conditions 
and requirements, Ghazali lowered the bar of qualifications for Z//bad. Strik- 
ing, though, is the fact that he did so by calling into question the importance 
of memory. Prior to Ghazali, the juridical tradition required an aspirant mas- 
ter jurist to memorize the entire Qur’ān and commit thousands of prophetic 
reports (ahādīth) to memory, to have scrupulous knowledge of all the rules of 
grammar and rhetoric, and to be a walking encyclopedia of all the recorded 
instances of juristic consensus. 

Astonishingly, Ghazali made a case for writing almost against memory. 
The concessions he made regarding qualifications favored writing against 
memorization, while previously memory had been privileged over writing.” An 
aspirant jurist, Ghazali argues, need not memorize the entire Qur’an, nor 
even the legal verses of the Qur’an, nor the hadith reports dealing with law — 
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nor, for that matter, need aspirant jurists store in their memories recorded 
instances of existing juristic consensus or the rules of grammar. All an aspi- 
rant master jurist need do, Ghazali argues, is demonstrate a familiarity with 
sources and a proficiency in their interpretation. Why could an aspirant master 
jurist dispense with memorization? According to Ghazali, the written source 
materials were sufficiently authoritative and reliable. 

What caused this fundamental shift in Ghazali’s attitude toward writing 
and, by implication, toward knowledge? A reflexive response is that it was 
an effect of stifism on his identity. As the influence of stifi cosmology gradu- 
ally entered his discourse, several parallel ontological features became more 
manifest in Ghazali’s work, among them the notion of writing. Gradually, he 
ceased to consider writing as being exclusively about establishing rhetorical 
and doxological truth. In his süft persona, writing became an act that also had 
to do with transforming the condition of the heart and the soul. Subduing the 
lower self by means of “self struggle” (mujahada) is essential for the one seek- 
ing divine truth who hopes to experience personal enlightenment. Reason- 
able success in self-struggle invariably produces a change in the aesthetics of 
the subject that in turn becomes manifest in practical and intellectual indexes. 

Ultimately, it was aesthetics that inspired Ghazali to almost intuitively avoid 
“doxological or ideological dialectics” (#ujadala), a discourse that he in the 
end deemed to be extremely harmful and obstructive to true enlightenment.” 
Here, I should stress that the gradual and noticeable shifts from speech to 
writing in Ghazali's discursive preferences were neither incidental nor acci- 
dental to his project of reform of the self. The shift to writing in a dialogical 
mode signifies a transmutation in Ghazali’s self that reflected the confluence 
of the cosmological and discursive skeins as they threaded the ambivalence of 
the threshold, or portal (dihiz), of his self. It is in that dihiz of the self where 
aesthetics and ethics intermingle in the alchemy of writing.?' Their productive 
tensions energized and illuminated his work by means of the addition of heady 
mixtures of ideas and artifacts. Ghazali introduced these mixtures knowingly, 
while his critics remorselessly charged him with irresponsibly mixing mul- 
tiple discourses. Unapologetically, Ghazali carried philosophical propositions 
into theology and mystical insights into the arcane practices of law. He did so 
because he was aware of his own deconstructive move: he effortlessly moved 
from the semiotic in his concerns for aesthetics to the somatic, giving priority 
to the body of the subject, and then went on to demonstrate the pervasive 
interchangeability of the semiotic and the somatic. 
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Poetics of the Pen 


Among the figurative expressions that recur frequently in Ghazali's repertoire 
is the “pen” (qalam). He used this trope to elucidate the three phases of spiritual 
elevation. The highest and ideal phase in mysticism is self-disclosure, when 
the symbolic meanings of the angelic universe (‘Glam al-malakat) are disclosed 
to the person on the mystical, or gnostic, path. One sign that the seeker has 
reached the summit of this path occurs when the mystic gives witness to the 
“pen.” It is a pen unlike other pens that, in Ghazali’s words, writes on the 
“tablet of the heart” (dawh al-qalb).” 

In Resuscitation, the phrase "writing on the heart" occurs several times. Since 
Ghazali used the word “heart” interchangeably with the word “soul” (rah), my 
neologisms “soul-writing” and “heart-writing” attempt to mirror the tropes 
Ghazali used to convey the idea that the subject is open to self-transforma- 
tion." So the idea of writing invoked here is one that transforms the mode of 
existence (ontology) of the writer and exposes one to the plenitude and open- 
ness of certainty (yagin). Ghazali did not mean certainty in the closed sense 
of cognitive certainty but rather an inner certainty that enables one to actively 
defy reason and to “walk on water.” ** 

Ghazili’s sense of ontic writing thus came to constitute the opposing pen- 
dant to his understanding of the primacy of speech. As he retreated from the 
idea that writing is merely a continuation of speech, ontic writing began to 
disrupt the opposition he perceived between writing and speech. Figurative, 
or ontic, writing appeared to him to be a truer form of writing, a writing that 
inhabits speech itself. Characteristic of this form of writing is that it is a dia- 
logue with the Other. The Other has several referents: the self-present truth, 
a dialogue with the self, and a writing with the divine. 

Ghazali evoked the figurative understanding of writing with greater fre- 
quency in conjunction with images such as the pen, the angel of writing, and 
heart-writing. In doing this, he was suggesting that knowledge is no longer 
grounded in a solitary self-conscious and singularly self-knowing subject. 
Knowledge as a sense of reality (hagiga) is only produced when the self en- 
gages the divine being, the transgradient Other. Only then does the self reach 
higher levels of intuition and become exposed to esoteric insights of knowl- 
edge. Writing in this mode is conceived of as endless and boundless. 

Heart-writing is a mimesis, a re-presentation of an “event” that marks a 
mutation in religious history, the revelation of the Qur'an. It recalls the dra- 
matic event of “unveiling” experienced by the Prophet Muhammad in his en- 
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counter with the archangel Gabriel in his first instance of revelation in the 
cave of Hira. In that specific event of revelation, the imagery of the pen is in- 
voked. Ghazali's fascinating meditation on the symbolic meaning of the pen 
in association with heart-writing makes the parallel between his writing and 
this revelation all the more uncanny. Just as the pen is a central metaphor to 
the first Muhammadan revelation, it also subtly moves into Ghazali's crucial 
idea of heart-writing. Heart-writing elevates the author who wields the pen 
in seatch of wisdom. 

Ghazali derived his insights from the chapter of “The Blood Clot” that 
reads as follows: 


Recite, 

in the name of your Lord 

who created — 

who created humankind 

from a clot of blood. 

Recite! 

For your Lord is most generous, 

who taught by the pen, 

who taught humankind what it did not know.” 


This passage and others stress the combined significance of the pen and 
writing. Figuratively, the pen is the means by which the inscription of knowl- 
edge is imprinted on the hearts of humans.** Ibn ‘Abbas, a distinguished com- 
panion of the Prophet, said: “The first thing God created was the pen. Then 
he took it in His right hand, and both His hands are right [hands]. Then he 
created the [Arabic] letter an, which is the inkpot, and then He [created] the 
tablet/slate and then wrote on it. Then He created the heavens and wrote what 
will be in the world from then on until the Hour of Judgment in terms of cre- 
ation that will be created, deeds that will be done, good and bad, and all suste- 
nance, permitted and prohibited, wet or dry."?' In Ghazali's cosmology, both 
symbols — the pen and writing —signified empowering knowledge premised 
on the dialogical encounters between the self and its multiple Others.” 


Writing Heterology 


There is another subversive dimension to heart-writing beyond its ability to 
bridge the gap between the subject and alterity. Heart-writing, or dialogi- 
cal writing, in essence challenges the self-mediated certainty and pretense 
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of memory-writing to know all the answers at the level of exterior reality. 
Memory-wtiting, like all doxological writing, is a feature of writing on law, 
theology, and ethics. But when writing operates dialogically, as heart-writing 
does in reaching the Other, then writing also decenters the diseased certainty 
of cognition, a cognition that constantly seeks ideological closure. It is only 
when ideological certainty is destabilized that writing as semiotics can effec- 
tively occur in the heart and soul — when it issues an aesthetic theory announc- 
ing openness and expansion. 

Changes in Ghazali’s sensibility of writing can be attributed to his agoniz- 
ing self-discovery and the altered subjectivity produced as a consequence of 
his encounters with the heterogeneity of the bases of knowledge, including 
the bases of mysticism.” His subjectivity was altered for the simple reason 
that mysticism (zasawwuf ) in the Muslim tradition is the science of “other- 
ness” (alterity); in short, it is a heterology pat excellence.*? He was moved and 
transformed by that which resists being named, classified, and organized, by 
the philosophical countertradition of mysticism. In it, he discovered a special 
knowledge known as the science of unveiling (W/m al-mukashafa); to put it dif- 
ferently, it is a poetics of imagining. The attainment of such esoteric knowl- 
edge was for him the highest achievement. 

Ghazali repeatedly referred to esoteric knowledge as subtle and not always 
easily grasped or appreciated by persons who lack a predisposition for it. Even 
when he expressed reluctance to comment on such knowledge, he inevitably 
was unable to restrain himself. Mysticism is the counternarrative, or heter- 
ology, in several senses. Beginning with language, the sign in the mystical 
universe points neither to itself nor to its agent (the signifier) in an exclusive 
manner but rather to another sign (the signified). And although there is gravi- 
tation toward the Sign, signifying God, the complex interrelation between 
signifier and signified is flexible, infinite, and inexorably edges toward the 
nonreferential. In Ghazali’s view, almost counterintuitively, the heterologi- 
cal chain does not end with the Ultimate Other, or God, where it really ought 
to in terms of strict theological imperatives. The reason this chain of signi- 
fiers does not end at God is because, in his view, the Ultimate Other can only 
be ontologically experienced; it remains beyond epistemic grasp. The chain 
thus culminates in the Ghazalian unknown God, who is unknowable, beyond 
either naming or classification. 

Similarly, the writing subject who is engaged in heart-writing yearns for 
a signature on his heart that inevitably refers to a transcendent and infinite 
being. In the case of this kind of writing subject, the terminology of the rela- 
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tional system might substitute other terms for the pen, the slate, and writing 
on the heart, but the relational system itself will not change; the search for 
a graspable and intelligible object, God, remains unsatisfied. Put differently, 
the desire to find an origin without alterity is never fulfilled nor consummated 
in the esoteric realm. 

However, the search for the origin, the beginning (awwal), is only par- 
tially realized through the act of writing itself—through dialogical writing, 
or heart-writing, with the pen as symbol. The closest the subject comes to an 
origin is to simulate an origin without alterity, the solitary pen that teaches 
humans what they do not know. Thus, even in relation to God, counternar- 
rative is a permanent, unconsummated epistemic condition. Mystical cos- 
mology, however, does widen the horizon so that there can be productive 
inflections with a broad range of symbols, such as oneitic and poetic ones. 
Ghazali, in his ascetic and mystical mode, realized that one may only attain 
unmediated “presence” in order to experience the truth by expanding one’s 
discursive apparatus so that it includes the intelligibility of symbols. But, in 
the end, even Ghazali had to concede that all linguistic reference to God must 
by necessity be viewed as a product of metaphoric expression and figurative 
expansion." As Roberto Calasso would say, such metaphoric expression and 
figurative expansion is a metaphysical contrivance, but one that delivers our 
offerings to their destination.” 

One of the overarching themes in Rescueris Ghazali’s struggle to make sense 
of phenomena and experiences that go beyond the range of our usual instru- 
ments of perception. He speaks of the several stages that one can ascend on the 
mystical path. In the first stage, one has revelations and visions followed by in- 
tense contemplative-cum-visionary communiqués with angels and prophets. 
The next and higher stage in the mystical way, he admits, is “hard to describe 
in the domain of language.” He reminds us that anyone who “attempts to 
express [ yw‘abbir| these [experiences], his words will inevitably contain that 
which is erroneous, with no chance of taking precautions against it [error].”* 

To articulate such complex experiences requires one to theoretically exit 
from language the way we understand it, for it is only in this extralinguistic 
realm that “what-you-want-to-say” does of exist in the first place.“ In order 
to express what Ghazali calls *hard-to-describe" experiences, one is bound 
to fall into the imperfect lap of language. In Resuscitation, Ghazali acknowl- 
edged that it is, of course, language, imperfect as it is, that mediates our ex- 
periences and gives them meaning. But once inside language, and especially 
inside writing — and especially heart-writing — one has, of course, entered an 
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arena where the presence of meaning is only a promise. It is a promise that 
is never fulfilled, thanks to the imperfection of language. Meaning, then, is 
only partially transmitted; it is always associated with a certain lack. 

If we could have pressed Ghazālī, he would have been likely to concede 
that language fails to articulate fully the presence of the ineffable interior ex- 
perience— that instead it induces an endless process of deferral of meaning. 
Partly, this has to do with the ontological character of language, but it is per- 
haps more effectively due to the inevitable and corrosive effects of heteroglos- 
sia. As a result of this continuous deferral of meaning, it is an elusive task to 
find the appropriate vocabulary to differentiate the precise relationship be- 
tween the mystic and God. 

In the history of mysticism, this conundrum has been extensively discussed. 
Several categories and terminologies have been devised to describe in words 
the shapeless divine-human bond and the consequent vertiginous experi- 
ences. Ghazālī, however, showed that the descriptors we use to explain the 
relationship between the mystic and the divine, such as incarnation (/u/z/), 
identification (Z/ibad ), or attainment (wusa/), are themselves all incomplete. 
Language fails to convey the true reality, since the mystical states it attempts 
to describe are beyond description and outside the realm of ordinary speech.*? 
To make his point, he took refuge in literature and poetic imagination, citing 
a line of poetry from Ibn al-Mu'tazz (d. 296/908) as a subtle reminder that 
certain experiences are beyond articulation: 


What was, was; and of the things I do not remember 
146 


Think well; but do not ask for a report 


Writing as Therapy 


By the time Ghazali set out to document how one animates the sciences of reli- 
gion with a spirit of ethical piety, he had a very different appreciation of writ- 
ing compared to that of his earlier phases. He had come to be able to envision 
his “self” zu relation fo the Other (in both its ultimate and non-ultimate forms) 
by abandoning his juvenile dualism of opposing writing to memory/speech. 
By the time he wrote Resuscitation, he preferred to alternate between the two 
modes. He had come to recognize that both modes—memory/speech and 
writing —are manifestations of a primal writing on the heart. 

The famous mystic from Balkh, Jalal al-Din Rümi (d. 672/1275), tells us 
that in order to end any kind of duality, we need to approach self-annihilation. 
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The intensity of the heat generated by the genuine but futile search for the ori- 
gin in order to end alterity will finally subsume the seeker.*” More than a cen- 
tury after Ghazali’s death, Rimi served almost as a ventriloquist for Ghazali’s 
irenic impulses, finding the appropriate register to explain the meaning of 
alterity. In duality, Rimi declares, the self affirms its own existence, as in the 
saying “You are Lord, and I am the servant.” At the heart of our articulation 
are words, concepts, and the sensible. But the world of mental images, Rimi 
points out, is broader than the world of concepts and of the sensible. Never- 
theless, the world in which mental images are infused with their given being 
is infinitely superior and surpasses all boundaries. Animating our relation- 
ship to words, Rimi says that the culmination of the “reality of the substance 
is impossible to understand through verbal expression.” He continues: “The 
usefulness of words is to cause you to seek and to excite you, but the object 
of your search will not be attained through words. . . . Words are like seeing 
something moving at a distance: you run toward it in order to see the thing 
itself, not in order to see it through its movement. Human rational speech is 
inwardly the same. It excites you to search for the concept, although you can- 
not see it in actuality.” 

Ghazali might have come to the same conclusion that Rimi so eloquently 
expressed. Yet their respective responses to this realization encapsulate the 
essential difference between these two towering figures of Muslim civiliza- 
tion. Both recognized the chasm between mind and imagination on the one 
hand and the limits of words on the other. Rimi left it to his readers to find 
the words, if they could, to articulate their experiences. However, the theolo- 
gian, the jurist, the philosopher, and, most importantly, the writer in Ghazali 
compelled him to yoke the imagination and the word together. The horse of 
the mind had to submit to the harness of the word, for otherwise, he feared, 
it would lose its way.” 

The irony about Ghazali, and what makes him such a critical figure in Mus- 
lim civilization, is precisely that he wrote so much despite his doubts about 
the limits of words to express profound ideas. With more than a hint of exag- 
geration, one can say that Ghazali is actually the product of a massive writing, 
or an enormous text. Behind the tapestry of his writings is a restless Ghazali 
with pen in hand, engaging in the greatest of all thefts (writing) — engaging 
in the subversive, in the Platonic sense of writing. 

Like all great writers, Ghazali also exhibited a remarkable symmetry be- 
tween attempts made to characterize originality and attempts made to regu- 
larize, pattern, and schematize the conditions of human experience.’ Ghazali 
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had the irrepressible habit of inserting originality together with regularity, 
making it hard to discern his intent. The question to which we must return is 
whether he saw writing as the absolute origin (arche) or as the end (zels) of all 
thinking; did he make the written text the source and site of originary mean- 
ing, or did writing still remain memory-writing? 

The answer to this question depends on the significance that we attach 
to the noticeable shift Ghazali made from at first privileging memory/voice 
overt writing /scripting to considering dialogical writing to be more valuable 
than memory-writing. As I said before, he alternated between the two kinds 
of writing. The idea of writing for Ghazali changed: he came to see an inter- 
play between repetition and originality. Most importantly, he discovered an 
intertext between the doxological and the dialogical discursivities that are 
produced by the two kinds of writing. This intertext, among other aspects of 
his writing, makes Ghazali a fascinating figure, for in his writings there is a 
perpetual revision, or subtle aggiornamento, of the senses, a trait that Muhi 
al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi would later forcefully perfect and turn into his own inimi- 
table style. 

However, what is mutinous in Ghazalr's thinking is the way his views on 
writing also shaped his understanding of knowledge. Just as Plato's king 
feared when he said that writing would be subversive and change out ways of 
knowing, Ghazali continuously teased the boundaries of a closed discursive 
tradition through his writings. It may well be that to Ghazali the authority of 
writing was always subject to a primordial molestation; therefore, the discur- 
sive tradition, in his view, was both flexible and capable of engendering new 
texts." 

What Ghazali's writing strategies accomplished is much more subtle and 
difficult to tell. He partially disrupted the effects of logocentrism in Muslim 
thought and undermined the tyranny of the fiction of direct reference." Al- 
though he did not dissolve binary and dyadic formulations in the construc- 
tion of knowledge, he did resist attempts to disembody knowledge into ab- 
stractions and brought to the study of philosophy and theology the concrete 
sensibility of a jurist. To the extent that he urged us to think and imagine 
knowledge as existing in relationships with alterities, a feat that he accom- 
plished well in parts of Resuscitation, Ghazali did subtly challenge logocentric 
currents. But insofar as one can detect in his earlier writings on law, theology, 
and philosophy a form of doxological writing, he unmistakably advanced as- 
pects of logocentrism. And, given his insistence on keeping separate what he 
viewed as the two languages of religious discourse—poetics and an ethics of 


Poetics of Memory and Writing | 113 


imagination versus pragmatics and an ethics of responsibility — his logocen- 
trism remained firmly in place. 

Howevet, the heterology of mysticism that he embraced goes against the 
grain of logocentrism and thus might dilute its impact. For when Ghazali 
insisted that ethical and moral teachings be subject to the scrutiny of the aes- 
thetics of imagination, he was actually suggesting that anti-logocentric dis- 
course must exetcise a degree of control over logocentric discourse. But it is 
tisky to make unqualified statements about Ghazali, since he often occupied 
the dib/iz, the intermediate space that connects to many narratives. Since he 
did not, in the latter part of his life, make a rigid distinction between memory 
and writing, and since he did not completely abandon logocentrism, there is 
both ambiguity and ambivalence in his writings, allowing for the rich inter- 
play of /ogos and mythos without interpretive closure. 


Writing and Ambiguity 


Indeed, it is this dialectic of /ogos and mythos that produces a richly textured 
narrative at the heart of Ghazali’s durable legacy. In Ricoeur’s formulation, 
narratives are models used for the redescription of the world.” Consequently, 
they also change endlessly, since the world is endlessly capable of being re- 
described, which is another way of saying that narratives tenaciously cling to 
their secrets. The nature of parables, and of narrative in general, the literary 
critic Frank Kermode reminds us, is to be "open" — open to penetration by 
interpretation. Kermode makes this point eloquently and deserves to be cited 
at length: 


The capacity of narrative to submit to the desires of this or that mind with- 
out giving up secret potential may be crudely represented as a dialogue be- 
tween story and interpretation. This dialogue begins when the author puts 
pen to paper and it continues through every reading that is not merely sub- 
missive. In this sense we can see without too much difficulty that all nar- 
tative, in the writing and the reading, has something in common with the 
continuous modification of the text that takes place in a psychoanalytical 
process (which may tempt us to relate secrets to the condensations and dis- 
placements of dreams) or in the distortions induced in historical narrative 
by metahistorical considerations.” 


It is this unique capacity of narrative to be retold and simultaneously re- 
main original that makes it possible that something can be stored, saved, and 
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deferred. Meaning never becomes fully apparent; it always retains some of its 
secrets. But we must resist the temptation to label the new traces of meaning 
subversive, since some of these “distortions” are themselves the product of 
metahistorical considerations such as heterology, while others are the prod- 
uct of historical conditions such as heteroglossia. 

Ghazali’s corpus cannot avoid both the corrosive and the constructive ef- 
fects of metahistorical and historical conditions. In fact, within his lifetime, 
Ghazali himself had to deal with a number of controversies he sparked with 
Resuscitation, which will be discussed later in this book. The controversies were 
serious enough that Ghazali responded with his Book of Dictation on the Obscuri- 
ties of Resuscitation (Kitab al-imla’ ft ishkaliyat “al-Ihya’”), which contained clarifica- 
tions in an attempt to try to placate some of his critical readers. Such readers, 
he complains, did not grasp the spirit that animates ideas (arwab al-ma‘ani) 
and failed to comprehend the complex relationship between text, meaning, 
and their reception. In an advisory to his critics, he pleaded for them to show 
greater empathy for the subtle and delicate ideas he presented in writing, 
especially things about which he was restrained from being more explicit. He 
states: 


If you examine the writing of anyone who had gained distinction in knowl- 
edge, then do not do so with condescension, like one who outwardly ap- 
pears to be self-sufficient [in knowledge] but inwardly is in great need of 
it. And do not stop where the author's text ends. For, surely, meanings are 
more expansive than their literal expressions, and the bosoms [hearts] are 
more capacious than compiled books, for there is much knowledge in what 
is not articulated. So aspire to grasp all the possible meanings of his writ- 
ing with the perception of your heart. Then you will know his true worth, 
while his purpose will also become transparent. Do not give unequivocal 
approval nor judge it to be wrong. Instead, let the refinement of percep- 
tion preoccupy you until those thoughts in which you had reached certainty 
purge those that are obscure.*° 


Surely, here he came close to losing patience with his critics. But he suc- 
cumbed to persuasion and urged that one look at positive aspects of an au- 
thor’s writing, aspects that are implied and critically understood by the reader. 
Great aesthetic writing ultimately resists total understanding. This is a prefer- 
able attitude toward writing, he notes, than that of being “like a fly that lands 
on the dirtiest spot it can find!" ?* In all of Muslim religious literature, Gha- 
zali’s advisory to his readers most unambiguously spells out what it means to 
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undertake a close reading. Critical receptivity in reading is an unparalleled 
virtue, one that a reader must seek with responsibility. 

Ghazali might have recognized that writing, like Plato’s pharmakon, which 
means both remedy and poison, is both the disease (47^) and the remedy 
(dawa’).°’ In a discussion unrelated to writing, he paraphrases a report attrib- 
uted to the Prophet, saying: ^Indeed, the one who sent the disease also sent its 
remedy.” * Both disease and remedy share a common lexicography in Arabic. 
They depend on the same root letters: d-w-y. The apparent and slight phonetic 
difference between da’and da(w)a’ is caused by the mutation (ga/b) of the word, 
a common occurrence in Arabic.” Words sharing common root letters may 
be different in their structures and can even have opposite meanings.® “Dis- 
ease” and “remedy” are a case in point: they are closely related etymologically, 
yet they project opposite meanings if they are structured differently. 

Writing, too, can be subject to dual use. Unusual and opposite effects of 
writing materialize depending on the location and objectives of the writing 
subject. The advent of Ghazali’s own inner transformation and the rebirth 
of his soul coincided with the most creative and exhausting form of writing 
that he undertook. “The writing of the book, the covering of the monstrous 
blank page,” to borrow Kermode’s felicitous phrase, which is almost tailor- 
made for Ghazali or Ibn ‘Arabi, “is a work of mystic arrogance.” *’ Whether 
he was propelled by the kindest mystic arrogance or by sheer desire to engage 
in zbyā, which means “to give new life,” “to animate,” “to resuscitate,” “to 
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vitalize,” “to renew life” and “to revivify”—all nuances of the central word 
used in the project and title designated Lhya’ ‘ulim al-din, or Resuscitation of the 
Sciences of Religion—many agree that Ghazali filled the blank page to produce 
an extraordinary piece of writing. 

On the pages of Resuscitation, more than just the sciences become animated. 
Ghazali's primary desire was to see his heart come alive, and the result is a 
book with admirably sensitive readings of the Muslim tradition with a carna- 
valesque, even festive, eclecticism toward its revered subject: the sciences of 
religion.” Its pages are everywhere redolent of the smell of incense, point- 
ing to the pulses of life that must throb with maximum aesthetic and ethical 
efficiency before the patient can be "rescued" and returned to life. If we take 
Ghazali at his word, then Resuscitation is perhaps best viewed as the site for the 
possibility of truth, as the site for its awakening, not for its slumber or clo- 
sure —a location for imaginative interpretation and not just rephrasing and 
restatement. The imperative of interpretation keeps pace with the changing 
force of history. Otherwise, we may —as we more often than not do— real- 
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ize that the sleep of imagination, to rephrase Francisco de Goya, does indeed 
produce monsters. 

If we take Ghazali’s writing as the remedy against the diseased writing of 
the jurists and theologians of his day, whom he was convinced had not only 
perverted but also actually smothered the discursive sciences of religion, and 
if we view heart-writing as a replacement for persuasive speech and rheto- 
ric, then we can indeed say that in “writing” the Resuscitation Ghazali gave life 
to the dialogic of writing within the self, or, more plainly, that he was writ 
ing his “self.” Any reader of Resuscitation would be hard-pressed not to notice 
an indescribable frisson that dances off the pages of this text, culminating 
in Ghazali's expanded vision, metonymically expressed in the Qur’ān as the 
“expansion of the bosom” or heart (sharh al-sadr). His own liberation, Gha- 
zali reminds us, occurred when God inserted light (ar) into his bosom, a 
light that became the key for the disclosure of all esoteric knowledge. This 
expanded pectoral space liberated his self from the closed environment of a 
complacent certitude. To read Ghazali as a closed and total understanding is 
to do the unthinkable: to kill what can only stay alive by remaining in a per- 
manent conversation, a continuous flux. 

If, during his ascetic and mystical stage, Ghazali viewed writing as an ally, 
he also viewed it as dangerous, if not irresponsible, to write about everything 
he experienced and pondered. Not every thought, he warned, has to be stated 
or written. Hence, he reproached mystics and philosophers for on occasion 
overstating their cases. It is clear from several statements in his texts that Gha- 
zali, despite his mastery of the pen, was reluctant to disclose certain thoughts 
and ideas. He preferred to hold back, to differentiate between the forums 
where things could be said and those places where one should defer from say- 
ing. In the Resuscitation, as well as in several of his other, smaller works, he 
displayed this hesitation and tentativeness. 

For instance, when discussing the complex idea of divine unity (/zhid ), 
which produces a state in which the true believer is capable of witnessing 
God as a singular unity but evidently sees the multiplicity of divine manifesta- 
tions, Ghazali was reluctant to comment beyond stating some basic precepts. 
His standard refrain was that the Resuscitation is a book dedicated to know- 
ing the ethics of responsibility but that it is not a forum for esoteric visionary 
revelations; he added that the secrets of esoteric forms of knowledge are not 
of those things “that ate scribbled/written in books.” * Gnostics, he says, had 


warned that “Disclosing the secrets of the divinity is a form of infidelity.” °° 
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Ghazali was always concerned that disclosure of visionary revelations might 
lead to the impenetrable frustration of obscurity (ghumiadbh) and complexity. 
He harbored a pragmatic concern about the effects of such writing on both 
the psyche and the religiosity of laypeople. But there were times when even 
he found the temptation to say certain things irresistible and failed to hold 
back. Here, we see another example of how Ghazali continuously frequented 
the dihiz, the threshold position. For he posited certain arrangements only to 
realize that, intellectually, one cannot observe boundaries so carefully crafted. 
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Beloved are men’s native lands 

Passions only the heart can gratify, over there. 
Longing for home, men tenderly recall, 

Even the seasons of the east winds, over there. 


—Ibn al-Rtmi, Diwan Ibn al-Rami 


Liminality and Exile 


Intellectuals as Strangers 


The cosmopolitan Indian scholar and philologist Murtada al-Zabidi (d. 1205 / 
1791), author of an enormous commentary on Ghazali's Resuscitation, records 
an incident that eloquently signals Ghazali's deep and extraordinary sense of 
exile. During one of Ghazali's visits to Baghdad, Zabidi reports, he deliv- 
ered some lectures from his summa, Resuscitation. At some point, he sponta- 
neously recited the two stanzas of poetry in the epigraph above. Overcome 
by the emotions of his own sense of exile in all its different guises, Ghazali 
broke down. So intense was his sense of pathos, nostalgia, and longing that 
his pain also overwhelmed many members of his audience. 

Exile is usually thought of in terms of physical separation, but the term 
can also mean the capacity of the self to distance itself from the trappings 
of the world. In distancing oneself from such creaturely dependencies, one 
may have to forego the pleasures of home, family, and one’s intimate knowl- 
edge of the breezes of the seasons and instead suffer the pain of distance and 
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alienation. One notion of exile Ghazali articulated is the idea of consciously 
placing on hold or banishing into exile our sentiments, namely, our desires 
and passions. He had a simple rationale: absence and renunciation only en- 
hance the desire for an object denied. When the lover reunites with the be- 
loved, be it an earthly beloved or a sublime one, then the reunion takes place 
with heightened intensity and enjoyment. 

Self-exile, or self-banishment, was truly a characteristic feature of Gha- 
zālīs life. Self-exile means voluntarily taking a position that is not always the 
beaten track. But “exile” can also be thought of in another sense: it can mean 
taking a position that brings one into the center of several tensions that lead 
to a certain amount of estrangement, described as the position of a gharib— 
in the best sense of the word, a “stranger.” Despite his commitment to the 
mainstream, Ghazali often found himself at the center of conflicting view- 
points that positioned him to experience what it is to be both an insider and 
an outsider at the same time. 

He was a jurist, but a jurist with a difference; a mystic, but one who fas- 
tidiously adhered to the juristic requirements of normative practice. Theology 
came to him almost intuitively, as did philosophy; yet no one can reduce his 
identity to being exclusively a theologian or a philosopher. He inhabited the 
in-between space, or passage (dihiz), between disciplines. In doing so, he did 
not always meet the criteria to be counted among the philosophers and was 
often scowled at by more crotchety theologians. Monasticism is not a creedal 
statement that he adopted, but he did elect isolation and a hermetic life for 
long spells. 

All Ghazali’s minor self-exiles are framed by one rather spectacular and 
dramatic self-exile, one that occurred after a four-year spell of staggering in- 
tellectual production in Baghdad. Around 488/1095, Ghazali chose exile and 
departed Baghdad, “the city of peace,” ostensibly for pilgrimage but actually 
for undisclosed destinations. His single purpose was to discover true virtue 
and rid himself of his inner doubts and moral indifference. 

The moralist and poet-philosopher Abà al-Ala" al-Ma'arri might have said 
that solitude and inner contentment provides the greatest peace, not the pro- 
tective walls of a medieval metropolitan city.' Ghazali realized, in the words 
of Ma'atri, that "separation from men is a convalescence from their malady, 
inasmuch as association with them is a disease which infects [both] conscience 
and religion."? Escaping from his professorship and college life was perhaps 
the most explicit statement—or ritual act— that Ghazali made to announce 
the beginning of his passage towatd forming another identity. Of coutse, as 
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a scholar of repute and standing, it was unusual for him to radically separate 
from society. However, as a mystic, it was not an abnormal activity to under- 
take penitential ordeals in search of self-purification. Among the most well- 
known mystical figures who clocked Wanderjahre were Mansir al-Hallaj and 
Abū Yazīd al-Bistāmī. 


Anxiety and the (Im)Possibility of Decision 


When Ghazali faced the paralyzing crisis of his life, prevaricating as to 
whether he should leave Baghdad, it was also a critical juncture in the develop- 
ment of his self. His first dilemma was whether to end his term as a professor, 
a tole for which he had acquired great renown. He agonized as to how others 
would view his decision to abandon this position. After all, the dissemination 
of knowledge as a teacher was one of the highest ethical duties that a Muslim 
scholar could perform. So before leaving Baghdad, he tried to reduce the ex- 
cessive amount of stimuli accumulating in his mind and tugging at his ego, 
to diminish what Freud would call the “pleasure principle,” the stimuli in a 
cognizant self.* 

Another dilemma Ghazali faced was his incurable desire to retreat into the 
world of asceticism and to live in isolation. This would mean abandoning all 
glory, fame, and engagement with society in search of the truth. He set his 
sights on the everlasting and eternal future that is promised for the truly de- 
vout in the eschatological realm and is known as the hereafter. When the ego, 
or self, is educated and disciplined with reason in order to understand that 
the temporary denial of pleasure can result in something more long lasting 
and permanent, then the self is governed by what Freud calls the “reality prin- 
ciple.” While the reality principle is also intent on obtaining pleasure, it is a 
way of instructing the ego to accept the fact that the pleasure in question can 
be either postponed or diminished. 

Ghazali believed that it was important to discipline his self to understand 
that true pleasure is associated with the world to come (akhira) and not with 
the material world. The akhira, the eschatological future, was for Ghazali the 
real world, a domain of ultimate truth (sagiga). Having made his decision, 
Ghazali chose to live in isolation, to adopt the life of an ascetic as far as pos- 
sible from the penetrating eyes of the material world. Yet, as he later reflected, 
the decision to leave Baghdad was not made by his own volition; it was made 
for him by a higher power. 

Acting on his decreed choice, Ghazali responded to the reality principle, 
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the impulse to postpone true pleasure to the afterworld. Whether the plea- 
sure in the afterworld is corporeal or figurative remains a subject of debate; 
Ghazali seemed to favor a corporeal afterlife, since he affirmed the progres- 
sive and forward development of the ego. He also realized that yielding to an 
“other-worldly” reality principle can provide dividends in this material world. 
It opened him up to new experiences of esoteric realities by enabling him to 
understand his self through the multiple refractions of the imagination, with 
its symbolic, oneitic, and poetic aspects. In search of the ultimate reality or 
sense of reality (/aqiqa) as the desideratum of mysticism, Ghazali embraced 
the life of constant meditation, seclusion, repetitive remembrance (dhikr) of 
the divine, and self-purification. In so doing, he reached out to the future with 
hope (raja’). 

Ghazali realized that the objects of his desire and ultimate pleasure required 
that he subject himself to the Other, namely, God, by submitting to the disci- 
pline of the süft path. He acknowledged that although he had acquired all the 
theoretical knowledge about mysticism, he lacked the experiential dimension. 
His failure to experience the esoteric realities meant that he was unable to suc- 
cessfully encounter the divine. At this stage, as well as at other moments in 
his intense engagement with süfism, Ghazali experienced both subjection and 
alienation. Subjection and alienation are two perspectives of mystical experi- 
ence. On the one hand, his engagement with süfism placed him in an intense 
relationship as a "subject" of the divine Other. On the other hand, in terms 
of the criteria held by his adversaries, especially among the jurist-theologians 
such as Ibn al-Jawzi, he had strayed from the divine Other, at least according 
to their moral and ethical portrayal of the divine will through law. If one com- 
pares this view to Ghazili’s own theological pronouncements, there is little 
doubt that his discourses show signs of vacillation and subjectivity, reflecting 
the undulating pendulum in his psychology and being, but consistent with 
his overarching commitment to experience. 

The location of Ghazali, his in between-ness, his occupation of the inter- 
section of many paths—the di//iz— was also his strength: it permitted him 
to function within several discursive traditions. It did not prevent him from 
writing on legal theory or from producing allegorical writings like The Niche 
of Lights and The Alchemy of Happiness (Kimya’ al-sa‘ada). Some of the narratives 
found in the Resuscitation and the Niche have kept scholars debating endlessly 
about the nature and turn in Ghazali’s intellectual project. For others, his for- 
ays into Neoplatonic thought were puzzling. Many wonder whether it might 
not have been judicious on his part to keep silent about highly esoteric mat- 
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ters. Nevertheless, in all this, Ghazali maintained a delicate balance between 
intellectual sobriety and mystical esoterism. 

One can possibly attribute Ghazali’s sobriety to the fact that he was thor- 
oughly grounded in the study of theology, dogma, and law, a formative ori- 
entation that prevented him from fully surrendering to whatever intoxicat- 
ing thoughts he may have contemplated. Almost childlike, he left behind the 
sober world of dogma and law in pursuit of the reality principle, entering into 
the symbolic order of language, a journey that inflamed his ambition to attain 
spiritual distinction. If the journey into the symbolic universe replenished his 
fatigued soul, then this spiritual energy reciprocally stimulated his imagina- 
tion and mind. However, in order to articulate the world of symbols, he still 
required language to mediate his thoughts. Since language itself is imposed 
from outside, it had an alienating effect on him. Unfortunately, the prison- 
house of language is inescapable, and submission to its code a prerequisite. 
Once one’s identity is molded in the limitations of language, then the ter- 
rain of identity has to be constantly replowed in order to accommodate new 
foliage. It is therefore not surprising to see Ghazali subtly and constantly re- 
formulate issues: he twisted and turned the register of language in order to 
excavate meanings that could express his experiences. And so Ghazali's di- 
lemma continued as a religious subject, for the tensions of this world versus 
the other world, the dynamic between the imperatives of the pleasure prin- 
ciple versus those of the reality principle, endlessly played out in the antino- 
mies of his identity. 

There is a dialogical relationship between what Ghazali deemed a world 
of pleasure and finitude on the one hand and a world of ultimate reality on 
the other. The world of pleasure requires continuous supplementing by the 
real — enrichment by means of the counterfactual imagination. The real not 
only supplements the finite world of pleasures but at times also contradicts it. 
This tension between pleasure and the real, or between realities and ideals, 
played out through the process of construction and reconstruction of Gha- 
zali’s thoughts in the various stages of his life. Reconstruction, while neces- 
saty, is also fraught with dangers that must be carefully considered and ade- 
quately legitimated. 

In much of Ghazali's writings, especially those that deal with ethics and 
mysticism, one sees a reconstructionist at work. For he was explicit in stating 
that his project was about resuscitating the discursive corpse of religion. So, 
as he furiously engaged the status quo during different stages of his life, he 
simultaneously furnished a critique of the existing conditions, insofar as the 
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purposes of the ultimate contradict the world of pleasures. Therefore, recon- 
struction is not only based on validating the status quo; it is also designed to 
critique existing conditions. 


Pilgrimage and Liminality 


Perhaps Ghazali took a leaf from the life of Abraham (Ibrahim), the prophet, 
whom he frequently invoked. Abraham also went into temporary exile, 
though he went to a deserted part of Arabia with his son Ishmael (Isma‘il) and 
his slave wife, Hagar (Hajar), where, according to tradition, he was instructed 
to abandon his offspring and spouse for some time. Abraham was compelled 
to do this by God in order to break his love for his progeny. Ghazali, simi- 
larly, sought exile in order to break his love for his self, which was manifested 
in vainglory and scholarly hubris. In the Islamic tradition, it is Abraham who 
is the exemplar of pilgrimage to Makka. One of the ritual goals of pilgrimage 
is to place the subject in a temporary state of liminality, away from the every- 
day rhythms and normality of life, in order to experience an abnormal state 
during which rehabilitation and healing take place. And so the irony should 
not be lost on us that, just as Abraham bequeathed the ritual of liminality to 
Islam, Ghazali took liminality seriously and left Baghdad under the pretext 
of fulfilling the ritual of pilgrimage to Makka but then chose to extend his 
liminal journey for a longer period and into other cities of religious and spiri- 
tual significance. 

Anthropologists have observed that in the major religious traditions pil- 
grimage is the functional equivalent of a ritual of passage as well as part ofa set 
of rituals of affliction.’ In preliterate small-scale societies, but also in cultures 
where pilgrimage systems are strongly developed, people often undertake a 
penitential journey to some shrine or sacred space in order to cure illness; to 
find relief for the difficulties of their bodies, minds, and souls by miraculous 
power; or even simply to cultivate better morale.’ Ghazali’s own experience 
could not have been very different from those of other people engaged with 
such established pilgrimage patterns. His was an unusually dramatic and cele- 
brated pilgrimage, however, and it was fraught with social consequences. 

Instead of undertaking the obligatory pilgrimage (aj) to Makka, Ghazali 
spent much of his time in solitary meditation in and around Damascus and 
Jerusalem, both sites of nonobligatory pilgrimage in Islam. In order to leave 
Baghdad, he realized that he needed a convincing pretext, and so, he recounts: 
“T announced that I had resolved to leave for Makka, all the while planning 
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secretly to travel to Syria. . . . Then I entered Damascus and resided there 
for nearly two years. My only occupation was spiritual exercise and combat, 
with a view to devoting myself to the purification of my soul and the culti- 
vation of virtues. . . . Then I traveled from Damascus to Jerusalem, where I 
would go daily into the Dome of the Rock and shut myself in. Then I was in- 
wardly moved by an urge to perform the duty of pilgrimage. . . . So I traveled 
to the Hijaz [Arabian Peninsula]."^ Locales of the great spiritual traditions of 
the Jewish prophets and saintly figures equally revered by Islam became the 
sacred geography for Ghazali's mystical quest. 

It is possible to think of Ghazali's exodus from Baghdad as an “event” —an 
act that transformed him and the equally transformative legacy he left behind. 
To view it as such is also to observe his capacity to transgress, to break out of 
boundaries, and to embrace innovative ideas and practices. If one views the 
entire period of Ghazali's spiritual isolation as one long, drawn-out liminal 
period, then he underwent an almost formulaic transition, which included all 
the rituals of making the passage from one state of being to another. 

In my view, his rite of passage neatly coincides with the three-part sequence 
experienced by the ritual subject that anthropologist Victor Turner has iden- 
tified, namely, separation, transition, and incorporation. In fact, the social 
and personal drama of Ghazali is almost tailor-made to fit the rites de passage 
theories associated with an individual’s life crisis. Demarcating sacred time 
from secular time and sacred space from secular space, the first phase of Gha- 
zàli's ritual transformation was clearly his separation from routinized life in 
a big city. Separation changed the quality of his time as he began a life of re- 
nunciation that required extensive self-reflection and meditation. It was this 
qualitative change in “me that was effective in transforming Ghazali’s social 
status from scholar to ascetic (zahid). 

In an inquiry into language, symbol, and experience, the political philoso- 
pher Eric Voegelin notes that we humans have discrete relationships with the 
cosmos.’ There are at least two types of human relations to the cosmos. At one 
level, the relationship to the cosmos is expressed in the language of mythi- 
cal tale, while at a second level it derives from a heightened perception and 
experience of existential tension. It is particularly at such moments of per- 
ception that cosmic temporality is polarized into zime and the Zizeless. This ex- 
perience of time, in turn, is expressed and coded into the language of noetic 
and spiritual life. 

We can see that Ghazali experienced something similar to this if we fol- 
low the way he structured his narrative account of the self and the manner in 
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which time framed his enhanced consciousness. Not only did he detach him- 
self from familiar surroundings, family ties, and other mundane things, but 
he also shared with us in his testimony that the period of exile was the most 
fecund of all times for exposing him to unprecedented spiritual experiences; 
the latter brought home to him a profound awareness of the timeless aspects 
of his life and beyond, especially of issues related salvation in the afterlife. 

Between the stages of separation and incorporation, Turner tells us, is the 
most crucial of all stages: the liminal, or intermediate, phase. The ritual sub- 
ject passes through a period of ambiguity and social limbo that does not have 
any specific time. During this stage, the subject possesses few of the attributes 
of the preceding or subsequent profane cultural states except for the continu- 
ous noetic intuitions and the wonders of the spiritual life. 

The period between 488/1095 and his return to Tüs in 493/1099-1100 ot 
shortly thereafter can be described as Ghazali's extended liminal phase. It was 
during this phase that, in all likelihood, he began writing the bulk of his opus, 
Resuscitation of the Sciences of Religion. Some scholars view this as an unconven- 
tional writing but at the same time appreciate it as a prized piece of religious 
literature with inexhaustible possibilities as a model for the narrative of reli- 
gion. The work clearly coincides with Ghazali’s increased awareness of what 
may be called his gratifyingly complex mundus imaginalis, the imaginary uni- 
verse that is strongly connected to a sense of the timeless. 

Not only did allegorical realities of divine revelation unfold to him through 
intuitions with great clarity, as he stated, but the work also represents the ful- 
crum of his spiritual and imaginative productions. Resuscitation is a writing 
by an author who envisioned himself to be part of a sequence of epic perfor- 
mances and dramatic episodes, one who was transformed into a stronger per- 
sonality and who assumed that he was destined for important responsibilities 
as the “renewer” (mujaddid ) of the faith at the beginning of the sixth Islamic 
century. At one level, Ghazali was a man of the sixth /eleventh century. From 
another perspective, his increased noetic intuitions did not simply heighten 
his sense of his individuality but also enabled him to enter a zone of time- 
lessness. The tension between time and the timeless, ethics and cosmology, 
became so acute that it at times expressed itself in paradoxes, in the appear- 
ance of antinomianism and transgression. 

Some of Ghazali’s utterances and writings reflect what the Scandinavian 
thinker Soren Kierkegaard more than seven hundred years later encapsulated 
in his famous phrase “the teleological suspension of the ethical.”* This com- 
parison may surprise some, but in terms of their respective quests the two 
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scholars were not so different. The European thinker’s exemplary struggles 
with faith caused him to agonizingly reflect whether “faith is precisely this 
paradox, that the individual is higher than the universal”* Ghazālī too suf- 
fered for a long time and struggled with a similar set of questions: Where and 
how does the person of faith fit in relation to the community of faith and the 
rest of the world? Is the individual quest for the truth a higher obligation than 
the truth claimed by the community and society? And what happens when 
these two sets of interests clash? Which of the two prevails? 


Liminality of Ethics 


Some of Ghazali’s actions during his personal crisis elicited strong criticism 
from religious authorities and scholars. He stood accused of not only suspend- 
ing or ignoring some of the rules of religion but, ironically, of enthusiastically 
undertaking new spiritual experiments in total disregard for the well-defined 
boundaries of the law. In other words, there are signs that Ghazali may have 
cultivated a hermeneutic of transgression when his concerns for the cosmo- 
logical and metaphysical domain predominated or came into conflict with the 
imperatives of ethics. 

No less an authority than the sometimes involuntarily zealous Hanbali mor- 
alist and chronicler ‘Abd al-Rahmaan Ibn al-Jawzi focused on these uncomfort- 
able aspects of Ghazili’s views and practices. Ibn al-Jawzi sharply criticized 
Ghazali for antinomianism and charged him with “abandoning the standard 
of law” (taraka fībī ganūn al-fiqh) in several instances.'° Ibn al-Jawzi was a per- 
sistent critic. In his undisguised thunderbolts, he audaciously insinuated that 
Ghazali had taken leave of his senses. Commenting on Ghazālī's view that 
there is no legal prohibition on listening to music (sama‘) for purposes of spiri- 
tual elevation, Ibn al-Jawzi not only disagreed with Ghazali, as many others 
did, but was brusque with him: “Aba Hamid al-Tasi supports [those who ap- 
prove of music] with such arguments [as if | he has rejected the status of com- 
mon sense.” 

But Ibn al-Jawzi’s indignation turned into shrill protest when he considered 
Ghazali’s remedy for certain spiritual diseases of the heart. In his advocacy 
of certain techniques whereby stfi novices might remedy flaws in their char- 
acters, Ghazali flirted with some real controversy. He proposed exceptional 
spiritual remedies for those who suffered from an overdose of arrogance bred 
by narcissism, the haughtiness of self-prestige, and egotism ( /a/). In the Re- 
suscitation, Ghazali described the practices adopted by a sifi group known as 
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the "Blamers,” or Malāmatīs, whose members went to extraordinary lengths 
to perpetually blame themselves for their shortcomings, even embracing pun- 
ishing ordeals in order to perfect their sincerity (7&//25).^ "[ They] nominally 
embrace sins in otder to despise themselves in the eyes of people," Ghazali 
notes, “but in fact they try to rid themselves ofthe scourge of egotism [ /a/]." ? 

There was a theatrical aspect to the practices of this group. When their ac- 

tions finally elicited the condemnation of people frustrated by their antics, it 
was exactly the response they expected. They perversely reveled in the words 
of repudiation uttered against them and believed that such humiliation would 
contribute to the breakdown of their egos. The goal of the Malamati siifis was 
to forget their past solidarities with humans and they only desired to experi- 
ence the omnipotent representation of the divine. 

Some of the Blamers, Ghazali informs us, intentionally drank nonalcoholic 
beverages that looked like wine so that onlookers would condemn them as 
fallen and sinful individuals due to Islam's taboo against intoxicating bever- 
ages.'^ Referring to this unusual practice, Ghazali candidly points out that 
"from the point of view of the law [ /igh], of course, there is disagreement as 
to its permissibility,” but he then almost apologetically adds that “the mystics 
treat their souls with means that a jurist would not sanction [/@ yufti bi hi al- 
fagīb|, no matter how much healing to their souls they [the sūfīs] saw [in such 
practices |." ? 

If Ghazali had unambiguously distanced himself from the Blamers, then 
the response of his critics might have been different. But in his own com- 
ments on these practices, he walked a tightrope. On the one hand, he dispas- 
sionately identified the legal and ethical limits beyond which certain practices 
cannot be tolerated. At the same time, he offered an empathetic clarification 
to state how different the rationales of the jurists were from those of Blamer 
sūfīs for pursuing such practices. But if anything turned his Hanbali critic Ibn 
al-Jawzi apoplectic, it was Ghazali’s unspoken endorsement of the idiosyn- 
cratic practices of an ascetic whom Murtada al-Zabidi identifies as Abii Ja‘far 
Ibn al-Kurayti al-Baghdadi, one of the masters of the famous mystic Abi al- 
Qasim b. Muhammad al-Junayd (d. 298/910)."° 

It is alleged that Ibn al-Kurayti’s piety brought him so much acclaim and 
fame among the multitude that he was repeatedly mobbed by admirers.' Such 
excessive adulation and publicity harmed him spiritually, since the status ( jāb) 
he enjoyed in the eyes of people inflated his ego and sense of self-importance.'? 
In a bid to defeat the hostile enmity of Satan in his soul, Ibn al-Kurayti de- 
vised a strategy. He orchestrated a plan to commit certain reprehensible and 
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forbidden acts in order to invite public odium and in the process suffer the 
humiliation of being apprehended; all this, he believed, would aid his pursuit 
of pious ends. Setting aside the relationship between torture and mysticism, 
which is too complex to be discussed here, it is clear that the desire on the 
patt of Ibn al-Kurayti to undergo this penitential ordeal was unstoppable. So 
he entered a public bath incognito and purposefully put on clothes belong- 
ing to other patrons, an act that would unmistakably be perceived as theft. He 
then slowly and purposefully walked out of the bathhouse wearing the ille- 
gally acquired clothes in order that he might be detected and apprehended by 
the patrons. When the alarmed patrons of the bathhouse discovered that their 
clothes were missing, they apprehended the anonymous “thief.” As outraged 
owners of property are inclined to do, they assaulted, humiliated, and stigma- 
tized Ibn al-Kurayti as a rogue and scoundrel (sarrar), blissfully unaware of 
his identity as a pious man." In his view, however, the exercise had achieved 
its goal. He delighted in the display of divine omnipotence on his body as his 
ego was systematically eroded by the self-inflicted torture. 

Ghazali offered careful commentary on this orchestrated practice of in- 
viting humiliation, introducing several caveats. While he lauded the purpose 
behind the practice of self-odium as a unique way of disciplining the self, he 
expressed doubts about its legal validity. People in leadership positions who 
serve as role models for others, he observes, ate not permitted to engage even 
in acts that simply appear to be sinful practices.” Therefore, he explicitly 
states that laypersons in search of punitive ordeals should only choose permis- 
sible practices, as it is forbidden to transgress the law. Despite his cautionary 
advice, any impartial reader of this passage is left with the impression that 
Ghazali approvingly cited the vignette about Ibn al-Kurayti, and by doing so 
he invited controversy. 

The celebration of humiliation is a tropism; it offers a self-inflicted re- 
sponse to negative spiritual stimuli. The idea is to put the subject (the mystic) 
through an ordeal involving subversion in order that he or she will desire the 
good as a remedy. This line of thinking is not without precedent. Even the 
stern but brilliant Andalusian jurist Ibn Hazm, notorious for his intolerance 
of people who have weak spots in their mental fences, endorsed a moderate 
form of subversive thinking in ethics. He cited a report attributed to the com- 
panion Abi al-Darda’ that states: “Unwind the spirits with a modicum of dis- 
traction [bāzi literally “falsehood” so that they may aid you in the search for 
truth [ /444]."?^' Here, one is reminded of the work of two nineteenth-century 
Frenchmen, the poet Charles Baudelaire and the novelist Gustave Flaubert. 
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Both forcefully remind us in their respective literary work that the aesthetic 
expression of evil also implies the keenest appetite for the good, the high- 
est possible moral goal. One may wonder if Ghazali also imagined that by 
stimulating something evil one actually invites the desire to do what is morally 
good. 

By now, Ibn al-Jawzi's response should be predictable. He was scandalized 
by the mere suggestion that süft novices could contemplate such offensive 
practices as he suspected Ghazali of condoning. That Ghazali entertained 
such themes in his book only underscored Ibn al-Jawzi's conviction that Gha- 
zali had at times flirted with an intolerable level of antinomianism. Ghazali’s 
apparent declaration of his loyalties on this matter was, for Ibn al-Jawzi, a 
clear sign that Ghazali had been “excluded from the circle of law [ figh]” by 
a higher power.” In his righteous indignation, Ibn al-Jawzi viewed such ex- 
clusion as a good omen; the implicit endorsement of Ibn al-Kurayti’s actions 
discredited Ghazali, and Ibn al-Jawzi was confident that a negative reputa- 
tion would protect the practice of law from Ghazali’s perverse suggestions. 

Taking clothes from the public baths, Ibn al-Jawzi continues, is nothing 
short of theft. And, according to at least two founders of the traditional law 
schools—the leading third-/ninth-century jurist Muhammad Ibn Idris al- 
Shafr'1 (d. 204/820) and his contemporary Ahmad Ibn Hanbal— such an of- 
fender is liable to amputation for such a crime, irrespective of his intent. 
Describing Ghazili’s apparent sympathy for Ibn al-Kurayti’s actions and his 
other views as “utterly detestable” ( ff ghaya al-qubh), Ibn al-Jawzi relentlessly 
cataloged what he believed to be Ghazali’s other misdemeanors in several of 
his writings.”* Not even Ghazali’s later clarifications helped to mitigate his 
case in the court of Ibn al-Jawzi and other critics. 

Now it may well be that Ghazali’s fatigue with the profane life of an aca- 
demic jurist, coupled with his belief that law fails to deliver the truth, 
prompted him to seek these fleeting adventures with antinomianism during 
his drawn-out and transitory liminal phase. Through a variety of experiences 
and an exacting pilgrimage of the self, he gradually transformed himself into 
a sufi with a new mission, redefining his own position in society. During his 
transitional stage, Ghazali came to view things that he once saw as clear-cut in 
a different light — more tentative and opaque, as his comments on the Blamer 
sūfīs illustrate. It has been observed that during liminal phases ritual sub- 
jects tend to invert their previous social status in search of a new one. Could 
Ghazali have sought a new social status during his liminal phase? It is a fair 
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question, since there was an unmistakable desire on his part to abandon his 
role as a scholar-jurist. We know, for instance, that there was a period when 
he refused to be called a jurist (_faqih), during which he castigated jurists and 
came close to labeling law ( figh) as practiced in his day a vulgarity. In fact, he 
described law as “a mere science of this world.” ” 

There may, after all, have been a point to Ghazali's attempted subversion of 
the law. There was something both subversive and playful in his explanation 
of the controversial events, which he implicitly endorsed by including them 
in his corpus. His narrative strategy decentered and isolated some powerful 
multivocal symbols and characters. For instance, he implicitly or explicitly 
distinguished between the good person and the bad person, the süft and the 
jutist, intentionality and its absence. By both decentering and creating axio- 
logical binaries, Ghazali generated a set of relations between things. Thus, 
he distinguished between a fact or a statement in the corpus of the law and a 
speech act as it relates to the body of the mystic, as in the example of Ibn al- 
Kurayti; he was then in a position to relate the two dimensions in a nuanced 
tension, a move that frustrated the intensely logocentric interpreters, among 
them Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Taymiya. 

Ghazali demonstrates that in making a moral judgment it is not only im- 
portant to know the facts but also to know /ow the facts are made and what 
motivations enliven them. Then, the moral action alone is not the sole wat- 
rant for a judgment, but something else is, namely, intention and purpose. 
Once an element that sublimates the moral discourse, such as intention or 
purpose, enters into the equation, it takes off the hard edges of absolute moral 
judgment in which one must choose between good and bad, right and wrong. 
Moral judgment becomes humanized. Then the question can legitimately be 
raised: Is the person who ostensibly steals clothes from the public baths in 
order to humiliate himself really a thief in the true sense of the word? Has he 
really broken the law? Stealing clothes is surely a crime, but does Ghazali's 
coding of this narrative not urge us to ask why he is stealing? 

Permission or prohibition in the eyes of the revealed law, sharia, is usually 
presented as a fairly clear-cut matter. But Ghazali smuggles in the question of 
intent and purpose: Why does a person commit a particular act, and who sits 
in judgment over such acts? Was Ghazali subtly decentering the status of the 
law? Was he trying to liberate Muslim discourse from a suffocating juridical 
ethos that only produced a law with a stifling hand? And in doing so, does he 
not force us to ponder this issue more critically? 
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The story about stealing clothes in the bathhouse resonates with the dilemmas 
and paradoxes experienced by the prophet Abraham, who was commanded 
to sacrifice his son. Each story in its respective way points to that paradox 
of faith, namely, an inwardness of faith that is incommensurate with its out- 
wardness—an exterior of faith not identical with its interior. Strikingly, two 
languages are operative, corresponding to the two aspects of the paradox: 
the language of the law ( figh/shari‘a), or the discourse of outward conduct, 
which represents the logocentric axis; and the language of esoterism, that of 
reality-seeking or sense of reality (bagīga) of the inner self, which represents 
an anti-logocentric axis, or the heterological polarity of faith. 

Even as Ghazali became fully aware of the incommensurability of the two 
narratives, he attempted to bridge the distance between them. On several 
occasions, he permitted the individual to attain the higherend, even if it meant 
that the universal rule of the law would be broken (or seemingly broken). 
Ideally, in Ghazali's view, qualities of inner certainty and faith determine the 
relation of the individual to the law and ethics. This perspective is contrary 
to the views held not only by Ibn al-Jawzi but also by modern philosophers 
like Immanuel Kant. For the Hanbali moralist and the German moral phi- 
losopher alike, it is law and ethics that determine the content and nature of 
faith. Ghazali, to the contrary, requires the dialogical encounter of the letter 
and the spirit. It is an encounter where the borders and intersections are never 
easily identifiable or verifiable but always present, always in need of being ex- 
petienced anew. 

Subtly, Ghazali posed the question as follows: Are the loathsome, bone- 
headed jurists, who only understand the law as written dicta, going to judge 
the acts of those whose superior spiritual aims and morality are beyond their 
ken? Should one not in these instances defer to those virtuous jurists who 
have developed a sensibility to fathom the purposes of the law? The virtuous 
would be in a better position to understand that the need to remedy the ma- 
lignancy of the soul takes priority over the prohibition against simulating the 
consumption of alcoholic beverages. When one stumbles into such streaks of 
relativity in Ghazali’s texts, it leaves one breathless to note with what vehe- 
mence he simultaneously appealed to the principle that the exoteric rules of 
the shari‘a must be properly applied before one plumbs its depths to grasp the 
esoteric meanings. Whether Ghazali’s apparent desire to join irreconcilable 
ends was a mere platitude or an enviable conviction is hard to tell, but it is 
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safe to say that this oscillation between the relative and the absolute lent an 
extraordinarily creative and deep edge to Ghazili’s writings. 

Admittedly, there is something unusual about these subversive streaks in 
his writings. The multiple and mingled discourses, as demonstrated in the 
example discussed above, create unusual conditions in his normative narra- 
tive. They shake our complacency about what we accept as normal, producing 
novelty by defamiliarizing the familiar. The major beneficiary of this icono- 
clastic edge in Ghazali has been the heterological element in his work, namely, 
the element of siifism. As the proverbial “savage in the kitchen," süfism par- 
tially neutralized and destabilized the logocentric character of the prevailing 
juridical discourse.” No wonder that most of his defenders on the allegation 
of antinomianism, like Zabīdī, also happened to be strong partisans of mys- 
ticism and were less disturbed than others when Ghazali allowed novices on 
the süfi path to choose between the lesser of two legally prohibited practices. 
Ghazali and his protagonists, for their part, argued that if the goal of such 
subversive acts is to fulfill a higher purpose also endorsed by the law, such as 
attaining morality and piety, then there is some tolerance for the temporary 
engagement in antinomian practices.”’ Subtly, this narrative suggests that one 
can derive wisdom and guidance even from something that is not permissible 
in law and ethics. 

In fact, it is worth poring over Zabidi’s eloquent defense of the subversive 
and playful sequence of events in Ghazali's writings. "Indeed, it is required 
that an ascetic [ fzgir| medicate his heart with some prohibited substances in 
order to repel a calculatedly more prohibited thing,” reflects Zabidi. “So, if 
by analogy [it is permissible] to treat bodies with the antidotes of their dis- 
eases,” he continues, “then how can one compare the perishing of the body 
with the destruction of the hearts?””* Clearly, Zabidi uses the a fortiori ar- 
gument, namely, if the health of the body permits the use of prohibited sub- 
stances, why then cannot the same be done to medicate the most important 
spiritual organ in the body, the heart? Both in Zabidi’s narrative and in Gha- 
zali’s snapshot narration of the incident of Ibn al-Kurayti, we see how effec- 
tive the role of narrative is in framing law and ethics, how effortlessly we can 
receive a complex idea and communicate it within a larger framework. Legal- 
istic practitioners like Ibn al-Jawzi were confounded by the use of the aesthetic 
sensibility in the normative realm of law and ethics and deemed it to be in- 
tolerably subversive, while Ghazali and others had no such qualms. 

Ghazali's critics who took issue with the deleterious effects of süfism on his 
normative allegiance to the sharia insightfully acknowledged the counternar- 
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tative (heterology) he was mounting against the dominant narrative. Ibn al- 
Jawzi's language requires closer scrutiny. He charges that Ghazali and other 
süfis "invented" or "fabricated" (/b/a&arz) a normative discourse (sari 4) and 
called it “mysticism” (tasawwuf ).” So whenever he turned to Ghazali, he re- 
peatedly lamented the fact that the scholar from Tüs had abandoned the rules 
of law. Unable to withhold his cynicism, Ibn al-Jawzi says: “What surprises 
me more than the robber taking clothes from the bathhouse is this jurist, 
whose knowledge and rationality were clearly robbed by “sawwuf|”* Even a 
friendly observer, ‘Abd al-Ghafir al-Farisi (d. 529 /1134), the official preacher of 
Nisapir, expressed reservations about Ghazali's Adhemy of Happiness, which 
bristles with mystical exegesis of selections from the Qur'an.?' Farisi argues 
that Ghazali's heavy borrowing from the sciences of the Greeks fueled suspi- 
cions about his theological views, harming his credibility and reputation. In 
keeping with a sentiment of the early patristic community, Farisi adds that 
many known things ought to be kept hidden and not told in public.” If any- 
thing, Ghazali would have agreed with him—he, too, staunchly advocated 
that esoteric knowledge not be publicized — yet Farisi found Ghazali’s discre- 
tion to be lacking. 


Revisiting Abraham 


The symbolic and scriptural leitmotif at work in Ghazali’s narrative uncannily 
bears resemblances to the story of the prophet Abraham, as a cursory read- 
ing of Rescuer will show, just as there are similarities in how liminality played 
out in their respective pilgrimages. Abraham, in his bid to discover God, ac- 
cording to the Qur’an, began by pondering the heavenly bodies. At first, he 
saw the sun and the moon, momentarily mistaking these natural phenomena 
as deities, but he quickly realized his folly: ephemeral bodies are not ultimate 
beings.** Ghazali committed a similar error. He, too, at first thought that 
rational discursivity via law and theology were ends in themselves that could 
lead to the discovery of ultimate truth. But as he grappled with the cognitive 
sciences, he recognized their limitations to show him the path to true happi- 
ness and felicity. Just as Abraham showed contrition for mistaking the cosmic 
bodies for the truth, the seductive glamour of doxological knowledge wore 
thin for Ghazali. 

In fact, he admitted that he learned the art of dialectic from Abraham’s 
debates with Nimrod. Abraham tells the tyrant king, “My Sustainer is the 
giver of life and death,” to which the king replies, “I am the giver of life and 
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death.” * Realizing that the dialectic is not suited to the opportunity, Abraham 
resorts to a more appropriate polemical technique and says, “‘[Okay,] God 
causes the sun to rise from the East, so [why don’t] you cause it to rise from 
the West?’ And dumbfounded was the infidel!” ** From this episode, Ghazali 
extrapolated a nugget of wisdom that he believed served Abraham well and 
from which he profited. Abraham discontinued his first line of debate and 
adopted a more potent polemical line of argument for a good reason; his goal 
was “not to annihilate [jna hu] him [Nimrod], but to resuscitate him [#hya‘bu],” 
a goal that required a change in polemical strategy." And it was from Abra- 
ham, Ghazali says, that he learned the categorical syllogism analytica priora, 
which also implicitly surfaces in the Qur’an: Whoever can make the sun rise is 
God (first principle) / But my God can make the sun rise (second principle) / 
Therefore, my God is God—and not you, Nimrod (conclusion). 

Ghazali intentionally imitated Abraham. There is a clear intertextual nar- 
rative at work here. The subtleties of Abraham’s discourse only become appat- 
ent, says Ghazali, if one can have access to the spiritual illumination derived 
from the world of prophecy.” He found in Abraham the paradigmatic figure 
who is constantly on trial and struggles with his emotions and inner self in 
order to gain proximity to God. Unsurprisingly, the paradigmatic figure of 
primitive monotheism (/anifiya) became the hero of the preeminent medieval 
Muslim figure. 

When Ghazali reached a state of mental desperation and anxiety, he recog- 
nized that his convictions were under threat. It then dawned upon him that 
he would have to sacrifice his love for the cognitive sciences in order to at- 
tain a more solid conviction, which he found in divine grace and love. Once 
again, Abraham was the paradigmatic model; the latter was prepared to make 
the ultimate sacrifice, ready even to offer his son if such was the need in order 
to show obedience to God. In the end, he became a sincere lover and friend 
of God. Abraham thus made the transition from the pleasure principle to the 
reality principle: he was ready to abandon certain sources of immediate plea- 
sute and satisfaction and to put up with some extraordinary earthly discom- 
forts and ordeals. In so doing, Abraham renounced this world, at least for a 
period of time, to become the true friend (khalil) of God. In Ghazālīs own 
renunciation of prestige for the life of asceticism and his transition from the 
pleasure principle to the reality principle, he followed Abraham for a higher 
purpose: to seek friendship with God. 

Convinced that no one in Iraq would understand how he could abandon a 
prestigious teaching position for an ostensibly compelling religious motive, 
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Ghazali contrived a white lie: “I announced my intention to go to Makka, 
meanwhile knowing full well that I planned to head for Syria.” He explains: 
“T took this precaution so that the caliph and my colleagues would not de- 
tect my plan to go to Syria. So I gracefully executed my exit from Baghdad 
with the intention to never return again.” ** Abraham told the king of Egypt, 
pointing to his wife, Sarah, that she was his sister, fearing the king might kill 
him in order to claim her if she were his wife. Like Abraham, Ghazali was 
prepared to sacrifice the pleasures of family, children, and career for a higher 
purpose: to find the ultimate truth. 

It is perhaps here that the paradox that Kierkegaard so starkly posed with 
respect to Abraham haunts us and also has implications for Ghazali. Kierke- 
gaard interprets Abraham’s response to the divine imperative to mean that 
there are occasions in life when the imperative to act on a particular and ex- 
traordinary command, or to act as an individual, is higher than the need to 
always consider the universal imperative and the greater good. The most trau- 
matic ethical moment is precisely the one in which one has to abandon a 
universal ethical imperative in response to what may appear to be a supra- 
ethical imperative, in order to respond to the divine call itself. Abraham faced 
the impossible dilemma of flouting the universal prohibition against murder, 
speaking white lies, and neglecting his responsibility, all in order to reach a 
personal truth, a truth that only benefited him as an individual. 

Was this not the challenge that confronted Ghazali and countless others 
caught in agonistic dilemmas? Why did Ghazali voluntarily resign from an 
important and responsible role in public life as a scholar, from which he could 
influence and improve the destinies of many individuals and direct the well- 
being of public life? He resigned in order to develop his self, to strive for his 
own personal salvation, and to gain proximity to God. Ghazali describes his 
illness as “God locking my tongue.” By divine intervention, he suggests, he 
was prevented from teaching. It was at once a divine sign and a trial of sorts.” 
This was Ghazali's supreme test, similar to the occasion when, in the words of 
the Qur’an, “his Lord tried Abraham by a number of commands." ^" If Abra- 
ham had heard the command to kill his son in order to please his Lord, then 
Ghazali, following his paradigmatic hero, was also ready to slay his idols of 
self-pride and arrogance in obedience to God. 

To be sure, the dilemmas of Ghazali and Abraham were of a different mag- 
nitude, but they do resemble each other in their ethical dimensions. Ghazali’s 
dilemmas raise the same contested questions as Abraham’s about the impera- 
tives of ethics and the law on the one hand against the imperatives of inner 
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faith or certainty (_yaqin) and the question of being on the other. His quest 
for assurance and certainty was remarkably similar to Abraham’s. For, in his 
soliloquy, Abraham says that he longs for the “contentment of my heart.” *" 
Both figures also contravened the law; as we saw, there was an instance when 
Ghazali's critics said he did not strictly advocate the law against theft when 
a mystic had violated it. Abraham viewed the prohibition against murder as 
fungible when confronted with a divine call to break it. We saw how Gha- 
zali’s defenders thought he navigated the paradox of breaking the law for a 
higher purpose. What might appear as breaking the law is actually the only 


pragmatic way to eliminate one evil with another. 


Aporia and Creativity 


One’s judgment of Ghazali depends on a variety of factors, including a con- 
sideration of temporality, place, and aesthetic sensibility (dbawq). Viewed 
through the lenses of a nonliteralist contemporary hermeneutic that is also 
imbued with a sense of mysticism, his transitional phases and idiosyncratic 
views offer us opportunities to explore new possibilities of the imagination. 
Some of these opportunities are inspired by Ghazali's personal experiences 
and the contexts that he explored, which his eighteenth-century commenta- 
tor Zabidi fully justified, and which also turn out to have been seedbeds of 
creativity. 

In modern terms, some of Ghazali's views would be termed “subversive,” 
since he went against the grain of established legal practices.‘ Yet, when ex- 
amined from the perspective of the mystical path in which paradox, aporia, 
and narrative play are welcome tropes, Ghazālī clearly offers new models, 
fresh paradigms, and hopeful symbols for religious creativity. Of course, he 
was not the first to invent these, since he built on an existing tradition of süfi 
narrative and practice. Yet, given his stature and reception by later genera- 
tions, he does play a major role in validating these subversive moments within 
a juridical and normative idiom. Over the centuries, as Ghazali’s thought 
gradually gained acceptance in traditionalist circles, the subversive narrative 
was recycled into the religious and cultural imaginations in different propor- 
tions, both reinvigorating and regenerating the social imagination. 

In his own lifetime, but even more in the memory of later generations, 
Ghazali's personal transformation into a pious mystic not only became legend 
but was gradually incorporated as a pious model into the community of tra- 
ditionalist thinking. Ghazali is generally considered to be among the pious, 
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sharia-obsetving figures of the Muslim intellectual tradition, even though 
there would be some who would demur at this. His contemporary, Farisi, 
played a critical role in providing for posterity a picture of his transforma- 
tion: “I visited him several times. I watched him, remembering how he used 
to conduct himself in bygone days with maliciousness, looking down upon 
people with contempt, making light of their [views] in arrogance and haugh- 
tiness, boasting his extensive natural gifts of thought, eloquence, and mind, 
and only seeking glory and status. Now he was just the opposite of all that. 
He was cleansed of that detritus. At first, I thought all this was contrived and 
deliberately cultivated in order to show off what he had become. But after a 
long observation and examination of the man, my doubts were proven wrong. 
The man had really recovered from his earlier delusion.” 

Farisi gives us a picture of the rites of passage that our subject had under- 
gone. He presents Ghazali in the proverbial "before" and "after" account. In 
his view, Ghazali completed his life pilgrimage by arriving at the destination 
of mysticism (/asawwuf ). In embracing mysticism, Ghazali’s old form acquired 
new content. His prestige as a scholar par excellence, combined with his ac- 
complishment as a mystic, gave him authority and power. The influence of 
the “new” Ghazali did in the long term lay the groundwork for the making 
of a new intellectual structure and intellectual community. It will indeed be a 
worthwhile exercise to explore how additional new readings of Ghazali might 
stimulate the possibilities for a revisionist orthodoxy or a critical traditional- 
ism in Muslim thought. 


Abi al-Aswad said: “Sovereigns are rulers over people, but it is the 
learned who rule over the sovereigns.” . . . "Alī said: “Esteem is teth- 
ered to failure and modesty to privation. Wisdom is the lost property 
of the believer. He should seek it, even if the idolaters possess it.” 


— Ibn Qutayba al-Dinawatri, Ayan al-akhbār 


Grammar of the Self 


Grammar of Religion 


The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein noted that languages of faith are 
grounded and embodied in epistemic practices, namely, in the way we con- 
struct and imagine what is knowledge and in how we know.’ Yet the evidence 
that we proffer for our beliefs is actually only formulated in the latter instance. 
In other words, established beliefs are preceded by the events and experiences 
that inform them. Needless to say, numerous ways of thinking and a range 
of practices precede beliefs that finally crystallize into a dogma, or article of 
faith. 

People embrace the same doctrines or beliefs in somewhat different ways 
because we each have different pictures of such claims. Wittgenstein calls such 
pictures a “grammar,” or the “grammatical effect" of beliefs. "Grammar" here 
simply means a network of ideas or meanings.” Conflicts between competing 
discourses within a religion are often not disputes over a common language as 
much as they are clashes between entirely different “grammars,” or networks 
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of ideas. Put differently, we could also say that people apprehend different 
pictures of what it is they believe or hold to be sacred in the context of their 
lived experiences. 

One of Ghazali’s most challenging tasks was to find the most appropri- 
ate and acceptable grammar to talk about religion in the public space. In his 
world, as in ours, there were contesting grammars of religion. Muslim think- 
ers were divided then, as they are now, as to whether any extrascriptural and 
noncanonical materials could be used in order to expand on religious dis- 
course. For some, tradition resembles palingenesis; such people subscribe to 
the view that a religious tradition must, like a biological organism, identi- 
cally reproduce without modification. Defenders of this view are those who 
are generically identified as the “partisans of the prophetic tradition” (abl al- 
hadith), among whom the Hanbalis are the most notable. For believers in this 
trend, the plain meaning of scriptural and prophetic authority serves as a suf- 
ficient warrant for action and thus ends all further interpretive possibilities. 
Opposed to this group are the dialectical theologians (mutakallimin), who es- 
pouse more complex hermeneutical theories. For believers in this latter trend, 
the interpretation of the text also includes a serious consideration of the ques- 
tion of context, time, and history. 

Fully aware of these theological minefields, Ghazali moved cautiously but 
determinedly in order to construct a grammar in which he combined dia- 
lectical theology, philosophical rhetoric, and logical propositions without 
dropping from his view the ethical objectives this grammar had to fulfill. In 
pursuing this goal, he had to mediate several discourses and their accompany- 
ing metaphysics. This was a task fraught with risks that he had to carefully 
navigate, and even negotiate. If he appears contradictory in some of his posi- 
tions, then it is understandable. For he did indeed work within a maelstrom, 
forced to negotiate multiple antithetical positions. And if he appears tenta- 
tive and undecided from time to time, it suggests that he did not entirely sub- 
scribe to a totalitarian epistemology, but one that was partly open to cautious 
reconstruction. How open he was to epistemological reconstruction is diffi- 
cult to quantify. 

One thing is certain. Ghazali must have anticipated that his venture into 
the uncharted waters of intellectual exploration would both affect the con- 
struction of his own religious identity and influence the way he imagined reli- 
gion. In fact, his critics, especially Ibn Taymiya, later forcefully made this 
very point, asserting that Ghazili’s intellectual forays into philosophy pol- 
luted his religious imagination. Ibn Taymiya actually argued that on several 
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issues Ghazālī committed epistemic treason. Not only did he do the unthink- 
able by buying into the epistemology of the philosophers, but he did worse, 
in Ibn Taymiya's view: he failed to jettison philosophical modes of thinking. 

After listening to Ghazalr's critics, one is often left with the impression that 
they admired his intellectual abilities and talents as much as they regretted 
some of his utterances. Many admired his command of multiple sciences, his 
razor-sharp insights and boundless creativity, as much as others were envious 
of these qualities. Some commented that he had combined the good with the 
bad, an almost irreparable blemish on one’s personal and scholarly record.’ 
The key concern was that he had entertained too many conflicting ideas and 
worldviews in prizing creativity over consistency. In the view of some of his 
contemporaries and later scholars, this kind of intellectual ferment did not 
lead to stability, but only prompted more questions and inquiries. As dis- 
cussed in the last chapter, others viewed his creativity as part of a veiled anti- 
nomian streak. His critics believed that knowledge could readily be classified 
into the categories of either beneficial or harmful, since everything is either 
black or white. Ghazali believed that in the ordering of human experiences 
there are intermediate stages and shades of gray. 

But Ghazali’s own apologia on occasion is marked by indecision. There are 
times when he adopts an aggressive impatience toward slavish minions of nar- 
row intellectual trends, flaunting his familiarity with the skills of logic, the- 
ology, and philosophy to prove his opponents wrong. Yet, in other instances, 
he comes across as very traditional and on the rare occasion not indistinguish- 
able from a Hanbalī dogmatist. If some of his contemporaries did not appre- 
ciate the tentativeness of his views, it is clear that his very openness provided 
the productive side of his legacy. It is precisely his openness that has enabled 
legions of scholars to continue the conversation with Ghazali and his legacy 
over centuries. It is the multiplicity (heterogeneity) of his sources of knowl- 
edge as well as the multiple notions of time (heterotemporality) inherent in his 
narrative that give his writings an unprecedented richness. In Ghazali's own 
view, of course, the different moods and formulations reflected in his prolific 
oeuvre of writings were entirely natural and acceptable. Each statement, he 
argues, is determined by the context and the audience one addresses. 

Following the teachings of religion, Ghazali firmly believed in speaking 
to audiences according to their level of understanding. In fact, he chastised 
speakers who confused audiences by employing a language or narrative that 
was not appropriate to the addressees. And speakers who publicized incredu- 
lous material only caused their audiences to become despondent and con- 
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fused.* He was fond of quoting a report from the Prophet that states: “Talk to 
people in a familiar idiom and omit what they may disapprove. Do you want 
them to refute God and His Prophet?"? This advice aims to optimize com- 
munication between speakers, who are societal guides, and their audiences. 
It is certainly not paternalistic advice designed to mollycoddle audiences and 
avoid meaningful exchange. For Ghazali, there was a fine balance between 
educating one’s audience and alienating them with ideas that they were un- 
able to bear. He maintained that one must not forfeit any opportunity to share 
wisdom with people in a constructive manner. 

And yet Ghazali himself struggled to find the right message and tone for 
his intended target audiences. Ibn Tufayl, the philosopher from Muslim 
Spain, leveled the serious charge that Ghazali was a crowd-pleaser, imply- 
ing that he was expedient. “His [Ghazali’s] books . . . well, it depends who 
he addresses among the populace,” complains Ibn Tufayl. “For he prohibits 
in one instance and permits in another; anathematizing certain practices and 
then deems the same permissible in other instances.” é Clearly, Ibn Tufayl did 
not appreciate Ghazili’s narrative strategies, preferring the philosopher’s dis- 
embodied intellectual clarity and transcendent truth above all other types of 
discourse. 


Fragments of Truth and Method 


There are instances when Ghazālī untied the Gordian knot of Muslim the- 
ology. Knowledge of the truth, in his radical view, is contingent upon the 
conditions for knowing the truth. For example, according to standard Mus- 
lim theology, anyone who hears and recognizes that Muhammad is a prophet 
but then fails to act on such knowledge is culpable for not choosing the truth 
when it revealed itself. Most theologians make the case that if a person never 
hears of Muhammad’s prophecy, then, by the requirements of justice, there 
is no ground to obligate such a person to the warrant of Islam. However, 
Ghazālī went one step further, arguing that even if a person does hear about 
Muhammad, the conditions under which the person knows of him are also 
important. Christians and people of other denominations are excused from 
the obligation to believe in Muhammad's prophecy, according to Ghazali, 
if the Prophet of Islam is so publicly demonized in their societies as to ob- 
struct people’s judgment about him and prevent them from recognizing his 
prophecy in good conscience.’ In other words, Ghazali admitted that socio- 
logical and psychological factors shape knowledge and its reception. He af- 
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firmed a rather important principle that ideas and beliefs, even the truth, are 
organically constructed within social and political environments. 

A humanistic impulse complicates the historicist underpinning of the pre- 
vious insight, as Ghazali also spiritedly argued that the truth is independent 
of the knowing subject. In fact, he maintained, the true integrity of a person 
is measured by the veracity of the truth that person professes and not the other 
way around. A truth is wrongly judged, he believed, if measured exclusively 
by the standing, identity, or politics of its author. He, like Raghib al-Isfahani 
before him, drew inspiration from an aphorism attributed to the fourth Sunni 
caliph, or first Shit zzaz, 'Ali bin Abi Talib (d. 40/661), who said: “Do not ap- 
prehend the truth via the men [that hold it]; know the truth, and then you will 
recognize its possessor.” Opposed to Protagoras and Nietzsche, for whom 
"man was the measure of all things,” Ghazālī, together with many thinkers, 
held that the truth is the measure of all humans. While Ghazali acknowledged 
that the truth is mediated by the environment through which it is refracted, 
he argued that it remains a robust standard that can vouch for its possessor. 

What is the objective measurement of the truth? In this respect, Ghazali 
was an empiricist and acclaimed the sciences—both the empirical and the 
rational sciences. One can avoid or drastically minimize error in the discovery 
of the truth, he argues, if one adopts the methodology of logic. Immunity 
from error is proportionate to the validity and theoretical efficacy of the 
method employed. What is required is a process of abstraction that is indif- 
ferent to the worldview of the investigator. It does not matter, says Ghazali, 
whether the author and practitioner of a science or a craft is a believer or “the 
most sinful and gross liar,” since the empirical outcome is independent of his 
negative qualities.” 

Skeptics may suspect that Ghazali is here making a crass separation be- 
tween facts and values. However, he draws our attention to the dominant ele- 
ment of objectivity in the discovery of a truth and the need to be vigilant for 
the seepage of subjective elements that are separable from the process itself. 
Subjective impulses, he concedes, do impact on the recognition of the truth. 
Furthermote, it is precisely the objectivity of truths that facilitates the transfer 
of knowledge between civilizations, since people can evaluate the merits of a 
value or practice in terms of the objectivity they share with others across cul- 
tural and particularistic differences. The logic of Ghazali's position advances 
the cross-cultural exchange of knowledge, and cosmopolitan Muslim culture 
profited from this approach over the centuries. Concerns about contamina- 
tion or error creeping from foreign sources of knowledge into Muslim intel- 
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lectual life, as some puritan figures feared it would, did not give Ghazali any 
pause. He was confident that the safeguards of logic would alert him to ratio- 
nal errors. 


Imagining Knowledge without Its Sources 


Since the truth can be verified independently of its author, transmitter, 
or bearer of facts, Ghazali railed against Muslim scholars who disqualified 
knowledge on the basis of its origins or the inadequate moral and religious 
credentials of the persons claiming it. During his day, the adversaries of for- 
eign knowledge tried to discredit the transfer of knowledge to Islamicate soci- 
eties by attacking those who originated knowledge or transmitted it on the 
grounds that their identities as Christians, Jews, or their status as persons of 
minority sects negatively implicated their knowledge claims. 

Ina polemical exchange, Ghazali asks the rhetorical question: Does it make 
sense to abandon certain proofs, sources, data, and methods merely because 
one’s opponents employ identical methods? If it did, he retorts, then this act 
would lead to a certain absurdity. An adversary could effectively empty one’s 
arsenal of arguments by appropriating every view and rendering it untouch- 
able simply because it had been appropriated. Ghazali sarcastically asks if one 
would push this absurdity as far as refraining from believing certain verses 
of the Qur’an and prophetic reports just because a controversial group called 
the Brethren of Purity (Ikhw4n al-Safa) cited these materials in its writings 
for subversive ends. 

In his view, both philosophy’s unthinking foes and those opposed to the 
adoption of “foreign knowledge” among Muslims held an absurd position. 
Intelligent people, he argued, should not allow their objectivity to be blurred 
by the psychological fallout of an argument or phenomenon. Even a discred- 
ited and polluted source ought not to deter someone in search of the truth 
from recognizing knowledge. 

Those susceptible to emotive impressions due to a lack of education could 
be forgiven for making hasty and simplistic conclusions about the identity 
of knowledge. But it was unpardonable if educated persons and intellectu- 
als did the same. “An educated person,” observes Ghazali, “does not loathe 
honey just because he finds it in the surgeon’s cupping glass [a container for 
blood]."'? The idea of honey being placed in a container customarily used as 
a surgical glass for blood is aesthetically repugnant, but it is not substantively 
repugnant. Intelligent people are in a position to distinguish between the aes- 
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thetic aversion created by the association of honey with a surgical glass and 
the substantive value of honey. 

In Ghazali's view, the repugnance is created by a psychological state of 
mind. While a surgical glass is an unconventional form of dinnerware, it 
would make little sense to toss out the useful honey, especially if the surgi- 
cal glass were sterile. Ghazali’s point was that a discriminating observer will 
make a distinction based on fact and not on emotions. He exemplified the 
difference between those who instinctively think in an utterly reductionist 
fashion and others who avoid simplistic conclusions. Ghazali employed the 
example of the honey in the surgical glass in order to rebut his detractors who 
chided him for his appreciation of the value of philosophy and sciences in- 
herited from non-Muslim cultures of ancient times. His opponents not only 
declared such knowledge to be distasteful, but they deemed it unequivocally 
subversive and dangerous. 

Ghazali’s opponents used what the nineteenth-century German philoso- 
pher G. W. F. Hegel called “abstract” thinking, which Hegel suggested is a 
trait of the uneducated. Even earlier, Michel de Montaigne also objected to ab- 
stract thinking." Hegel spoke about it in the context of spectators witnessing 
a handsome and strong murderer being led to the gallows. For the ordinary 
folk, the man is nothing but a common criminal. They can find no extenu- 
ating circumstances for his deed. Any mitigating facts about the murderer's 
dysfunctional childhood, which may have contributed to his career in crimi- 
nality, are ignored by the group of spectators. So overcome are members of 
the audience by the single fact of murder that they see no redeeming qualities 
in the murderer, nor do they appreciate his attractive physical features. “This 
is abstract thinking,” observes Hegel, “to see nothing in the murderer except 
the abstract fact that he is a murderer, and to annul all other human essence 
in him with this simple quality." '? 

Ghazali was opposed to reductionist and abstract thinking. An insensitive 
and unthinking observer may annul all the other properties of the murderer 
and reduce his identity to a single, albeit heinous, criminal deed. Similarly, 
someone who does not reflect deeply may view the surgical glass to be essen- 
tially a container for blood and nothing else. In both examples, a simple and 
single essential quality precludes the consideration of other, positive qualities. 
Differences among people in terms of material background, social status, and 
education can have a significant impact on their knowledge and actions. If 
the educated or upper classes were to see anything good in the murderer, the 
lower classes would accuse them of a corruption in morals, to use Hegel’s ex- 
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ample. Similarly, if the lower classes approved of something, it would be dis- 
missed by the upper classes as the preference of the hoi polloi that deserved to 
be ignored merely because people of a different educational background and 
class status recommended it. In other words, knowledge and practices that 
are inspired by reductionist thinking based on prejudice about status, gender, 
or identity are antithetical to complexity and the dialogic nature of knowing. 

Like his critics, Ghazali himself announced prohibitions. In this sense, he 
was a product of his time, even though he was ahead of his time in other 
matters. To be fair, the prohibitions he issued were not comprehensive bans. 
For instance, he had an elitist streak that made him believe that only certain 
kinds of educational materials were suitable for consumption by the masses. 
Therefore, he believed that sophisticated and risky investigations in matters 
of theology, philosophy, and metaphysics, for instance, had to be restricted 
to qualified and serious scholars and kept at a safe distance from the masses. 
It is therefore ironic that Ghazali later criticized the philosophers for adher- 
ing to elitist notions of religion. 

But one also has to keep in mind that Ghazali's world, that of the end of 
the sixth Islamic century (the eleventh century of the common era), was hier- 
archical and vertically structured in both its social and intellectual norms. He 
had no hesitation about discouraging laypersons and amateur scholars from 
reading the books of philosophers. Amateur scholars with inadequate train- 
ing, he feared—especially the unwary among them—might indiscriminately 
become infatuated with the ideas of the philosophers. The question is whether 
Ghazali's overall arguments on the methods of knowing can still be of value 
under changed circumstances, now that we eschew strict class, hierarchy, and 
status formations. 

Ghazali may have been speaking from personal experience, for we know 
that he had no teacher in philosophical studies. Like a good autodidact, he 
acquired books of philosophy and absorbed their contents during his tenure 
as a professor in Baghdad. When he spoke of his drift into skepticism in that 
‘Abbasid capital city, he may very well have been relating his encounter with 
philosophy. We have good reason to believe that the philosophical materials 
he read unhinged him intellectually and brought him to the brink of chronic 
doubt and reflexive uncertainty, from which he had a narrow escape. He rec- 
ognized the depths to which philosophy can drag even an educated man’s 
faith, leading to mental turmoil. Perhaps, from his own experience, he had 
reason to believe that neither laypersons nor mediocre scholars should dabble 
in philosophy. 
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One of Ghazali’s almost paranoid obsessions was with the idea that scholars 
should not give laypersons the impression that religion is based on expediency 
ot ideological concerns. Even if religious thought does represent ideologi- 
cal positions, his rare populist dimension compelled him to express concern 
for the faith and beliefs of those who were at the mercy of the doings of the 
elite, namely, the laity. Therefore, he went to great lengths to explain what 
scholars should and should not do. Only serious intellectuals should engage 
with philosophy and deal with the subject in a responsible manner, he felt. As 
role models, intellectuals had to think of how their intellectual and personal 
conduct would affect the public, since he feared that the conduct of some in- 
tellectuals might have a negative impact.” 

He worried that laypersons and amateurs would try to imitate the intel- 
lectuals, thereby causing mischief and damaging the faith of others. Ghazali 
had in mind the kind of choices that scholars might make in legal and theo- 
logical matters that bordered on the permissive. Even though choice is at the 
core of scholarship and differences are legitimate, his fears led him to caution 
scholars against giving the impression that there is no consistency in religious 
practices. He wanted to keep religious authority under strict surveillance and 
balked at making it seem as though intellectual authority is plastic and mal- 
leable. 

Even a snake charmer, Ghazali explained by way of example, has to avoid 
touching a snake in the presence of his young son. For without the requisite 
skills, the son's imitation of the father could be catastrophic. While he cher- 
ished intellectual inquiry, the thrust of his complaint was against dilettantism. 
In fact, he blamed serious scholars who publicly flaunted their skills in risky 
intellectual ventures for giving the dilettantes the courage to undertake simi- 
lat actions.'* Ghazālī's firm caveat against amateurism and his promotion of 
hierarchical authority may ruffle our modern sensibilities. But he appears to 
have been directing his diatribes against harmful and fraudulent scholarship, 
a bane of which no age can categorically claim to have acquitted itself. 

Ghazali, I think, was making a larger point. Producing innovative scholar- 
ship, nurturing creativity, and harmonizing and internalizing ideas from a 
variety of sources ate obviously legitimate enterprises. People equipped to 
execute such responsibility must shoulder it. However, I suspect that his point 
was to ensure that risk taking in the moral and ethical spheres did not under- 
mine the public confidence in the intellectual edifice that governs society. 
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Ghazali believed there is a responsible way and an irresponsible way of under- 
taking cutting-edge scholarship. Ironically, he has been accused of doing the 
very things against which he cautioned. Scholars like Abū Bakr al-Turtüshi 
(d. 520/1126) and Abü "Abd Allah al-Mazari (d. 536/1141) charged that Ghazali 
was not only dabbling in theology but had been duped by the lure of philoso- 
phy. They both said that Ghazali might have been better off if he had stuck 
to the safe shore and only studied the law. 

Intellectuals, in Ghazali's view, shoulder a significant burden in order to 
secute society's well-being. They require skills of discretion similar to those 
ofa money changer or goldsmith who can distinguish between a genuine gold 
coin and a counterfeit one even if both are kept in the same purse. And just 
as the proximity of genuine and counterfeit coins does not affect the quality 
of the metals, so too the proximity of truth to falsehood does not magically 
turn the truth into a falsehood or a falsehood into the truth.” For Ghazali, 
responsibility was commensurate with capacity. 

The credentials of the individual scholar are vital to the intellectual en- 
terprise, but there are other factors that also play an important role. In the 
sectarian world of Ghazali’s time, affiliation itself created boundaries and limi- 
tations. Scholars belonging to the Sunni sect would often not only be skepti- 
cal of the views of Mu'tazili or Shi‘i scholars but would also argue that these 
scholars’ sectarian affiliations alone created a permanent ideological prejudice 
that nullified their testimony and contributions to knowledge.'^ Knowledge, 
ot at least certain kinds of knowledge, relates intimately to the identity of the 
scholar. More than the merit of an idea or concept, it is the credibility and 
identity of the producer of knowledge that is often in question. 


Ideas and Their Identity 


Going against the dominant trend, Ghazali held that an idea is not marked by 
its provenance or the identity of its author. He believed that any idea can be 
measured and evaluated on its merits and knowledge value. He lamented the 
rejection of any idea on the ground that its author was a philosopher or a per- 
son of a different religion. Even the arguments of philosophers with whom 
one has major disagreements, Ghazali argued, should be countenanced. Futi- 
ously denouncing certain theologians, he called them “a group who have only 
the faintest of intellect claims that since those [beneficial ethical] discourses 
occur in the books of philosophers adulterated with their [the philosophers’ | 
own falsities, reference to them should be avoided." "" Since such people be- 
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lieved that philosophers held false views, they maintained that philosophers' 
arguments should be rejected without giving them any thought. "Their rea- 
son for such thinking is due to the fact that they heard of these notions from 
the philosophers for the first time,” Ghazali explains in disagreement, “and 
thus their weak intellects conclude that such views are false, since to them the 
author of ideas [philosopher] is deemed a liar." '* 

His vehemence was directed at those self-declared puritan scholars of reli- 
gion who find an idea repulsive purely on the grounds of its origin and the 
identity of its author. Explaining his approach, Ghazali declared that one 
must disaggregate an argument and evaluate each element of it for its mer- 
its. According to this standard, even a monotheistic Christian committed to 
his doctrines follows the truth, albeit only in part, if he does not acknowl- 
edge the Prophet Muhammad as a prophet. As I pointed out earlier, Muslim 
doctrine expects humanity to recognize the prophecy of Muhammad. Thus, 
when a Christian living in the post-Muhammadan period rejects him as a 
prophet, such a person is, in Ghazali's view, an “unbeliever” —but, surpris- 
ingly, he is an unbeliever only to the extent that he rejects Muhammad.” The 
deficiency in his Christian doctrine does not invalidate the remaining mono- 
theistic belief that he affirms. “If he is an infidel, [he is so] only in terms of 


» 


his denial [of Muhammad's prophecy]," observes Ghazali. "Thus, there is no 


need to contradict him in assertions unrelated to his denial, especially when 
these [other] assertions are true in themselves." ^? 

Elsewhere, Ghazali notes that there are different levels of monotheism. 
“When Christians refer to God as the third of the three,” he writes sagely, 
“they do not mean that God is [numerically] three.”*' They are affirming, says 
Ghazālī, that “indeed, God is one in his essence [dhat| and three with respect 
to his attributes [ sia]. And this is the wording of their statement: “One in 
substance [ jawhar| and three by way of hypostasis [~qnamiya].’ By ‘hypostasis, 
they mean ‘attributes. ”?? 

Clearly, Ghazali’s views are radical by both historical standards and the 
standards of the mood of contemporary Muslim theological debate. He pro- 
vides insightful and conciliatory grounds to bridge the different religious tra- 
ditions. To draw the conclusion from the discussion above that Ghazali was 
an apologist for Christian trinitarian doctrine, as some are likely to do, is to 
mistake his real purpose in this illustration. Yet his ideas can serve as a model 
and provide grounds for an emancipatory pluralism. His purpose was to foster 
a broad-gauged epistemology, one that is susceptible to plurality. A truth is 
not invalidated by the status of the one holding it, he argues, since this would 
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be reductive, throwing the baby out with the bathwater. It is vulgar to declare 
a monotheistic Christian to be an unbeliever, he argues, for to do so from a 
Muslim perspective is to be both totalitarian and lacking in nuance. Only a 
part of this hypothetical Christian’s beliefs clash with Muslim doctrines re- 
garding the status of believers who adhere to non-Islamic creeds, after all, 
namely, that part related to the Prophet Muhammad’s prophecy. 


Knowledge and the Other 


Ghazali appears to have distanced himself from viewing knowledge as em- 
bodied in the identity of its holder. In many instances, he tended to stand aloof 
from that narrow trend within his intellectual milieu. Dogmatists and puti- 
tans have criticized him for being too liberal in his use of material from politi- 
cally incorrect sources. Among the fiercest detractors was Ibn Taymiya, the 
eighth-/fourteenth-century polymath. Ibn Taymiya eloquently illustrated the 
difference between himself and Ghazali, which is symptomatic of the larger 
debate about knowledge and identity. 

Ibn Taymiya criticized Ghazali for citing a line of poetry composed by a 
Christian poet, Akhtal, in a crucial argument about the nature of language.” 
“Akhtal” was the sobriquet of the renowned Arab poet Ghiyath b. Ghawth b. 
al-Salt (d. 927/710). The polemic turns on Ghazili’s defense of the view that 
the book of God, the Qur’an, constitutes “a speech that is self-sufficient in the 
essence of God, the Sublime.” “Furthermore,” Ghazali argues, “it [speech] is 
an eternal attribute among His attributes [Huma al-kalam al-qaim bi dhat Allah 
ta‘ala, wa buwa sifa min sifātihi|””* The word “speech” (Ralam), according to 
Ghazālī, is a homonym. The signified of the term “speech” sometimes refers 
to only the verbal utterance; on other occasions, it refers to the intentions 
and meanings behind an utterance. Ghazali cites a line of poetry by Akhtal 
as proof for his claim that the Qur'an is a "speech" and that it signifies mean- 
ings and intentions that are interior, located in the psyche of the speaker or 
listener. The poetry on which Ghazali relies reads: 


Speech lies in the heart 
And surely the tongue has been made a signifier for what is in the 
heart. 


Without mentioning any name, Ibn Taymiya refutes Ghazali’s argument 
with his characteristic thunderbolts but, interestingly, ends up defending the 
idea that knowledge is inseparable from identity. Ibn Taymiya rebuts the claim 
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that the divine speech, the Qur'an, is primarily an inner speech (kalam al-nafsi), 
as many Ash'ari theologians have maintained. Ibn Taymiya then elaborates 
and provides a fuller context for the lines quoted by Ghazali from Akhtal’s 
poetry. He wanted to show that once the reader has a fuller idea of the meaning 
intended in the remainder of the poem, it becomes clear how wrong Ghazali 
was to use it for his proof citation (éstishad ). For, if one reads the cited line with 
the preceding line, one gains a different idea of the intended sense of the poet: 


Let not the effect of his utterance impress you 
Until it is authentically linked to the speech 
Speech lies in the heart 
And surely the tongue has been made a signifier for what is in the 
heart.” 


Ibn Taymiya's point is to show that Ghazali got it wrong. In the fuller ver- 
sion of the poem, an enunciative utterance is also called “speech” (kalam). So 
Ghazali scored no major points in citing Akhtal, Ibn Taymiya points out. In 
fact, Ghazali selectively cited the poem to prove that the word "speech" may 
signify inner speech, but in the previous line “speech” means “utterance,” 
which belies his point. What Ibn Taymiya omitted to mention is that the word 
“speech” (alam), used in different senses in two successive lines, can signify 
two very different meanings, and that the play of the poem is precisely on the 
ambiguity and polyvocality of this word. 

Tantalizing as the debate about divine speech as inner speech may be, what 
deserves our attention is the substance of Ibn Taymiya's ad hominem attack. 
His main objections were threefold. First, he found it incredulous that a poet's 
verse could qualify as evidence in issues of linguistic argumentation. Second, 
since Akhtal was not a classical poet but was from among the postclassical 
poets (zumalladun), he questioned how Akhtal’s words could be viewed as au- 
thoritative. Third, and in Ibn Taymiya’s view most important, he found it 
utterly unacceptable that the view of a “Christian trinitarian infidel” (nasrani 
kāfir muthallith) named Akhtal was cited as the deciding linguistic evidence for 
an argument related to the Qur’an in Muslim theology.” 

Points one and two of Ibn Taymiya’s polemic are odd and disturbing. For, 
in linguistic issues, poetry does qualify as evidence even in the clarification 
of ambiguities related to the Qur’an. His objection as to which generation of 
poets qualifies as authoritative is also moot. But Ibn Taymiya’s main objection 
—his objection to Akhtal’s identity as a Christian —is a more candid one and 
is representative of the fault line between him and Ghazali and their respec- 
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tive views on knowledge. He believed that identity and knowledge could not 
be separated. Thus, identity politics played a crucial role in the interpretation 
and transmission of knowledge for Ibn Taymiya. Once Akhtal was discredited 
as an evidentiary source on the ground of his religious identity, Ibn Taymiya 
could begin to make the case that if his ideas and philosophy were secreted 
into Muslim knowledge they would subvert the pristine purity of tradition. 

Akhtal’s view on language, he implied, was not doctrinally neutral. The 
Christian poet’s predilection for linguistic ambiguity presaged shades of 
trinitarian figurative interpretation, doctrines that are antithetical to Muslim 
belief. Therefore, in his view, importing Akhtal’s linguistic ambiguity — 
whether an utterance can be deemed as "true" or "real" speech, oras "interior" 
ot "exterior" — was not innocent, but rather a form of ideological contami- 
nation. Ibn Taymiya remarks that Akhtal's semiotics was inseparable from 
his ideological commitments as a Christian. For Christianity's key doctrine is 
based on the fundamental ambiguity regarding whether Jesus was human or 
divine or both at the same time, and that ambiguity also has a linguistic com- 
ponent. 

Ibn Taymiya clarified his position: "And the Christians have erred in the 
denotation [zzsazma] of speech [kalam], so they made the messiah | Jesus] self 
sufficient in himself, who is then identical to the word of God."?' To state that 
divine speech is not the literal word of God, but a strange kind of “inner” 
component of speech, as many Muslim theologians claim, is in Ibn Taymiya’s 
view an absurdity that does not meet the standard of rational scrutiny.”* Only 
prophetic dicta can dispense with the required standard of rational and con- 
ceptual validity.” 

Ibn Taymīya was remorseless in pointing out that Ghazali not only fol- 
lowed the Christian premises of arguments that were harmful to uniquely 
Muslim ways of thinking but was also indiscriminate in his use of spurious 
and suspect sources.” For this reason, Ibn Taymiya wryly observed, Ghazālī 
and those who held similar views repeated the errors that non-Muslims com- 
mitted: they employed abstract rational arguments that could not be actual- 
ized. In his witheringly patrician style, Ibn Taymiya, who resisted cosmopoli- 
tanism, wrote: “What is repulsive about these persons [Ghazali and others] 
is that in matters that affect the foundations of their religion, and in know- 
ing the essence of speech—the speech of God as well as the speech of the 
entire humanity — they employ arguments of a Christian poet, whose name is 
Akhtal."?' 

Ghazali, along with other theologians, Ibn Taymiya pointed out, resembled 
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a Christian in his conception of language and speech.” By stressing the ambi- 
guity and incomprehensibility of the ineffable and eternal divine speech of 
revelation, these Muslims were more like Christians who in turn talked of 
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“hypostases,” “trinity,” and “unification,” all formulations that, to his mind, 
did not survive rational scrutiny.” 

Apart from his microanalysis of the debate, Ibn Taymiya’s interest lay in 
prosecuting an intra~Muslim polemic—with puritanical zeal—about the in- 
advisability of taking knowledge from the Other. Ghazali, too, was aware of 
this risk but nevertheless embraced a critical cosmopolitanism and therefore 
proceeded with caution. But his caution gave him no immunity from scathing 
criticism. The underlying dread that animated Ibn Taymiya's views was that 
borrowing ideas across confessional frontiers would graft alien and repulsive 
ideas onto the recipient tradition. Little attention was given to the fact that 
Islam was itself the hegemonic culture in Ghazali’s world and thus that the 
likelihood of it becoming subservient to foreign ideas was rather remote. Ibn 
Taymiya did not show the slightest awareness that religious traditions con- 
tinuously borrow ideas from each other. Within a single culture, there can be 
different translations and interpretations of concepts, and people who face 
similar issues in different times and places may arrive at similar solutions. In 
fact, Isaiah Berlin has a sage comment that is appropriate here: “Similarity is 
not identity; one must see both the wood and the trees, although only God 
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can do this perfectly. 


Theology and Ambivalence 


Ghazali provided several clues to suggest that he hovered between antitheti- 
cal positions, shuttling between the extremities of his mental dihz when it 
came to theology and philosophy. On the one hand, he felt compelled to re- 
fute the philosophers with their own arguments, while on the other he was 
acutely aware of how fastidious the intellectual milieu around him was about 
the use of the grammar of philosophy and theology. Already, the use of dia- 
lectical theology (7/z a/-kalām) in defense of religious dogma had created un- 
ending controversies and tensions. Strict scripturalist tendencies, represented 
by the amorphous partisans of hadith, who claimed to adhere to the authen- 
tic tradition, were opposed to the dialectical theologians (mutakallimin), who 
espoused a more complex hermeneutic framework. 

Ghazālī, together with his teacher Juwayni, was often the target of criticism 
by scholars from the opposing school for succumbing to the charms of dia- 
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lectical theology. There is no scriptural warrant or authority from the patristic 
community, his critics argued, to validate resort to dialectical theology. While 
Ghazali acknowledged the absence of dialectical theology in the first Muslim 
community, he maintained that there was a necessity for it during his time in 
order to defend the tenets of faith, given the rise of heretical tendencies that 
required proper refutation.” Dialectical theology is, in this view, like surveil- 
lance equipment that polices the boundaries of religion and prevents harmful 
intrusions. Its purpose is to keep the public space free from subversive dis- 
courses that may harm the convictions of the common folk. Therefore, he 
tolerated public debates in order to rebut and refute heretical views. 

In an unusual comment in Resuscitation that reflects his vacillation on dia- 
lectical theology, Ghazali criticized theologians who saw their role to be that 
of polemicists and debaters. Such theologians, he argues, should not mistake 
their labors as the equivalent of “devotional acts that lead to [salvation in] the 
hereafter, nor are they engaged in caring for the heart and its betterment.” 
Theologians of this type, he states indignantly, are “not at all among the per- 
sons who could claim to be learned in religion!” 

Among those figures who preceded him with whom Ghazali might have 
found some common cause in the pursuit of theology were humanists like 
Abi Sulayman al-Mantiqi (d. ca. 392/1oo1) and his student Abt Hayyan al- 
Tawhidi. Ghazali would surely have concurred with them in their assessment 
of the deficient methods of the theologians. Mantiqi said: 


The method of the dialectical theologians [mutkallimin] is based on com- 
paring single words or things. It is based either on rational proof or, with- 
out it, relying on disputes and whatever occurs to sense perception or to 
the mind [at that moment]. Or [it relies] on a combination of impulses 
ranging from sense perception and illusion to imagination that coalesce in 
the mind. All this is related to a distortion and an impulsive need to silence 
an opponent with whatever means appropriate. To issue a statement lack- 
ing in comprehensiveness as well as reference, together with blunders, is 
incompatible with the status of knowledge. Often poor behavior and, yes, 
little devotion, questionable bona fides, the corruption of conscience, and 
a total rejection of piety accompany this.” 


In short, Mantiqi saw no value in &z/zz and actually dismissed it as a useless 
pursuit. Philosophy, in turn, suggested Mantiqi, was much mote specific and 
disciplined in its intellectual endeavors, free from subjective claims and a rig- 
otous empiricism.?? Ghazali agreed with Mantiqi to the extent that alām, as 
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practiced by some of his predecessors and contemporaries, surely lacked in- 
tellectual rigor, but he would have disagreed with him about the unqualified 
merits of philosophy. 

Kalam, as its name suggests, was nothing more than disputatious and un- 
systematic polemical debates. Ghazali nevertheless defended the value and 
tole of this science as the queen of all sciences and as a universal discipline. 
For, in his view, all “the sciences of religion” (a/-‘ulim al-diniya) rely on dialec- 
tical theology for their foundations and justification; it is thus “the superior 
science” (al- ilm al-a‘la).” The deficiencies of theology, Ghazali argues, can be 
remedied by supplementing it with logic. 

Indirectly, the logical supplement brings to theology some philosophical 
rigor, a feature that Mantiqi found indispensable. Although Ghazali was reti- 
cent to give all the credit to the philosophers for producing logic— for they 
claimed it to be a universal language — he nonetheless admired the coherence 
and intellectual satisfaction that logic brings to the sciences of religion. He 
went so far to say that logic is a “preamble [muqaddima] to all the sciences; and 
whoever does not grasp it, then as a matter of principle there can be no reli- 
ance on their claim to have acquired science [7/7]." ** 

The question is whether Ghazali would have agreed with Mantiqi and Taw- 
hidi that there is a complete disjuncture between philosophy and religious 
truth. According to Tawhidi, the humanist Mantiqi proclaimed "philosophy 
as truth, but it has no claim on religion; and religion, while it is truth, has no 
connection with philosophy at all."*' Tawhidi imputed to philosophy a pro- 
phylactic character, whereas religion in his view was medicinal. “Religion is 
the medication of those who are ill,” he asserts, “while philosophy is the medi- 
cine of the healthy.” “Prophets administer medicine to the sick,” he continues, 
“in order to restrict [the impact of disease], so that in the end [the patient] re- 
covers from the disease. Philosophers, [on the other hand], wish to immunize 
their followers, ensuring that their health remains at an optimum [at all times] 
so that they are never afflicted by disease.” ” 

Ghazali may have been troubled by such triumphalist rhetoric on the part 
of the philosophers, and the above formulation was challenged by the schol- 
ats of religion. But, if pressed, even Ghazali would have conceded that, while 
religion and philosophy perform different functions in society, there may in- 
deed be some mutual reinforcement of principle. His personal experiences 
taught him that philosophy could not heal diseased souls, but it did help him 
clarify things discursively. Only the intense practice of religion and the ex- 
perience it provided could give satisfactory relief to him in the end. 
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The Qur'an, in Ghazali's view, sufficed as a discourse to ensure doctrinal 
rectitude in public discourse. “The likeness of arguments from the Qur'an," 
he says, “is like that of nourishment, from which every person can benefit; 
whereas arguments of the dialectical theologians are similar to medication, in 
that they only profit some individuals, and rather cause harm to most people.” 
He continues: “In fact, the similarity of the Qur'anic arguments is like that of 
water; they benefit a suckling infant as well as a strong person. All the other 
arguments ate like regular foods: they are beneficial to the health of those 
who are fit in some instances, but they can also be the cause of their illness 
on other occasions. Infants, it is clear, cannot profit from these [foods, that 
is, theological arguments] at all." ? 

It remains contested whether Ghazali would have credited philosophy with 
providing immunity from disease, as Mantiqi proposed. Ghazali criticized 
philosophy on several points. But his real motive in criticizing the philoso- 
phers was to puncture their arrogance, their belief that their ideas were be- 
yond the dictates and authority of religion. Such intellectual conceit, he felt, 
was symptomatic of a disease of the soul that far outweighs the merits of logic 
and reason. It is as if Ghazali was asking: Could such a spiritually harmful 
philosophy be of any benefit? 

Several decades before Ghazali was born, the leading scholar of Muslim 
Spain, Ibn Hazm, made a bold statement with respect to philosophy and the- 
ology. He asserted that the goals of philosophy and revelation were identical. 
"Philosophy in reality, in terms of its meaning and benefit, as well as the de- 
sited goal for its acquisition,” Ibn Hazm said, “is nothing other than reform- 
ing the self. So in this world, virtues and good conduct can lead to success in 
the hereafter and good management in the domestic and public spheres. This 
is identical and in no way different from the goal of the revelation [sharra]. 
There is no dispute in this matter between scholars of philosophy and scholars 


of sharia.” ** 


Ibn Hazm’s view of how religion and philosophy both promote 
virtues that lead to human flourishing was one that Ghazali endorsed whole- 


heartedly.*° 


Critique of Theologians 


Ghazali was exasperated by the behavior of fellow Ash‘ari theologians whom 
he believed were misguided by their zeal into attacking philosophy for the 
wrong reasons, and with impoverished intellectual assets to boot. He vigor- 
ously pursued this critique in a book titled Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing 
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Islam from Masked Infidelity (Faysal al-tafriqa bayna al-Islam wa al-zandaqa), and the 
critique is littered throughout many of his other writings.'^ This was in part 
Ghazali's response to criticisms directed at him by chauvinistic and narrow- 
minded Ash'arite theologians who were offended by his independence vis-à- 
vis some of the school’s doctrines. Once Resuscitation gained circulation, the 
attacks against him increased and became more visceral." He possibly had 
the attacks from these kinds of theologians in mind when he remarked that a 
rational foe is better than an ignorant friend.” 

Driven by outrage at the actions of some zealous Ash‘aris who could easily 
be coaxed into issuing decrees of anathema and excommunication against any- 
one who slightly digressed from the Ash'ari interpretation of dogma, Gha- 
zali decided to define the boundary between belief and heresy.” It is assumed 
that much of his venom was directed at some uncritical North African Ash'arī 
scholars. Among them was Mazari, who was bitingly critical of Juwayni and 
Ghazali for their independent positions on several issues. It is well known 
that Mazari identified Ghazali to be among those thinkers who did not fully 
endorse all the doctrines of the Ash‘ati school.*° 

In Baghdād, too, tolerance for adversaries or even friendly criticism of 
Ash‘arism was unpopular. When Ghazali was in his early twenties, a promi- 
nent Mu'tazili scholar and propagandist best known as Abi ‘Ali ibn al-Walid 
died in Baghdad in the year 478/1084.?' Abū ‘Ali was a student of the famous 
Basran Mu'tazili theologian and jurist Abt al-Husayn al-Basri (d. 436/1044).? 
For his allegiance to Mu'tazili views, Ibn al-Jawzi informs us, the man was 
subject to extraordinary victimization by the Sunnis. Intolerance threatened 
Abii ‘Ali to the extent that he did not risk making a public appearance and 
remained closeted at home for nearly fifty years! ? Prior to that, in 465/1073, 
the famous Hanbali scholar Abi al-Wafa’ Ibn 'Aqil (d. 515/1119) had also been 
subject to an inquisition for being sympathetic to the “doctrines of the hereti- 
cal innovators, Mu'tazilis and others” and for frequenting impious intellec- 
tual citcles.** 

Ghazali was scathing in his remarks about some theologians who, despite 
their moral depravity and intellectual fraudulence, continued to pontificate 
on matters of anathema and heresy in a self-righteous manner. He denied 
them the privilege of becoming the defenders of God, Islam, and the truth. 
With a combination of caustic language that almost amounted to denigra- 
tion and disdain, he stated that those theologians whose hearts were polluted 
and impervious to prophetic wisdom disqualified themselves from serving the 
cause of defending religion. “How can the secrets of the [angelic] kingdom 
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enlighten people whose deity is their desires?” he thunders. In a passage of 
savage irony that reveals a great deal as to how he viewed his colleagues and 
the social and political context, he asks how the learned theologians could 
provide guidance “when their rulers [sa/atin, sing. sultan] [were] their object 
of worship; their direction of worship [géb/a] their dirhams and dinars [the 
currency of the time]; frivolity their law; glory and lust their intention; and 
serving the rich their act of worship; when evil whisperings [substituted for] 
the remembrance of God [dhikr]; when politicians [were] their treasure; and 
legal fictions [were] the sum total of their ideas to the extent that decency de- 
manded [that they adhere to laws]?" Such frightening levels of moral depravity 
begged the question, in his view, as to how such theologians could *differen- 
tiate between the darkness of heresy and the light of faith.” 5 

Responding to the chauvinism of the heresy-mongering theologians, Gha- 
zali showed that he suffered fools badly. “Whoever thinks that heresy [Az/r] 
is defined by opposing the Ash‘ari, Mu‘tazili, Hanbali, or any other school of 
thought, then know that such a person is not stupid! He is a prisoner of au- 
thority [/2g/4 ]," Ghazali scolds. “Actually, he is the blindest among the blind,” 
he continues. “Do not waste time in trying to rehabilitate him, let alone try- 
ing to silence him by comparing his claims with those of his opponent.” *° 
Such people, in his view, were effectively a lost cause; they were beyond per- 
suasion and also perhaps beyond redemption. 

And by which authority, he asks sardonically, does this group of theolo- 
gians have a monopoly on the truth?” Would such bigots have the courage 
to condemn a towering intellectual like Abi Bakr al-Bāgillānī (d. 403/1013), 
who disagreed with the founder of Ash'arism, Abü al-Hasan al-Ash'ari, on 
the question of the divine quality (sia) of duration (baga’)? Baqillani, as we 
know, did not view duration as an additional quality of the godhead, a position 
contrary to the one held by the Ash‘aris, who argued it had an existence out- 
side the divine essence.** Ghazali also lashed out against the standard Ash‘ari 
view on this topic: “So whoever said,” he states provocatively, “that ‘duration 
is a quality additional to the Everlasting’ is actually far off the mark.” 

By contradicting Ash‘ari and supporting the view of Bāgillānī, Ghazālī was 
himself engaging in some rough polemics, but he felt emboldened to create a 
space fot theological toleration. If one applied the zealot standard fot adjudi- 
cating anathema, then merely disagreeing with Ash'ari on an important issue 
like duration would negatively implicate both Baqillani and Ghazali and place 
them outside the strict fold of Ash'arism, which in turn could have all kinds 
of implications for their adherence to Islam by standards of orthodoxy. 
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Some Ash‘ari apologists, Ghazali tells us, tried to downplay the differences 
between Bāgillānī and Ash'arī, arguing that both men agreed that the quality 
of “duration,” irrespective of whether it was part of or separate from the divine 
essence, has the characteristic of perpetual existence (dawam al-wujid ).'This 
contorted interpretation seemingly reconciles the positions held by the two 
men in order to protect Bagillani from having imprecations of anathema di- 
rected at him. But Ghazali was unconvinced by the apologia and declared that 
the bigoted Ash‘aris had failed to be consistent. Nothing could be more fun- 
damental, he asserted, than the disagreement between Ash'ari and Baqillani 
on the nature of the attributes of God, and thus the attempted reconciliation 
was futile. 

Pushing the point further, Ghazali then asked: If the Ash'aris could find 
a way to compromise with Bagillani, then what prevented them from doing 
the same with the Mu'tazilis on a doctrinal matter that was logically analo- 
gous? The difference between the Mu'tazilis and the Ash'aris centered on the 
notion of God's attribute of knowledge (7/7). The Mu'tazilis believed that 
God "knows" through his essence, whereas the Ash'aris claimed that God 
"knows" through an additional attribute of knowledge, one that stands apart 
from his essence. 

The differences in the intra-Ash'ari dispute between the two individuals, 
Baqillani and Ash‘ari, and the debate between two rival theological schools, 
Ash'ari and Mu'tazili, are of the same magnitude. Just as the Mu'tazilis argued 
that God “knows” through his essence, Baqillani, whose doctrinal pedigree 
was Ash'ari, also argued that God’s “duration” (baqa’) occurs as a result of cer- 
tain qualities inherent to his essence. In both instances, the Ash‘aris required 
additional attributes to make God’s “duration” and “knowing” possible. If the 
differences between the two schools were on the same scale as the differences 
between two individuals who disagreed within the same school, then why, 
asks Ghazali polemically, “the differential treatment toward the Mu'tazilis"? 
Why foster hostility toward the Mu'tazilis but reconciliation with Bagillani 
when in fact the latter committed the same theological offense of which the 
Mu'tazilis stood accused? One explanation may be that the Ash'aris in Gha- 
zàli's time had realized that it would be self-defeating to anathematize Baqil- 
lani. So, pragmatically if not expediently, they reconciled with him. Baqillani 
was the foremost theologian of the eleventh century affiliated to the Ash‘ari 
school. Not only would the Ash'aris damage the reputation of their school if 
they drew their theological daggers against him, they would also renounce a 
stellar figure in their intellectual tradition. 
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Ghazali actually had a more personal motive for taunting the Ash‘aris of 
his day by exposing their doctrinal inconsistencies vis-a-vis Baqillani and the 
Mu'tazilis. There was an element of intellectual challenge and daring on his 
part in publicly going on the offensive with his Ash'ari counterparts. He was 
encouraged because on the issue of the divine attribute of "duration" he shared 
Bāgillānī's view and not that of Ash‘ari. Thus, his discussion of the issue 
amounted to flinging down a gauntlet and making a frontal challenge to the 
heresy-mongers, who may have momentarily contemplated anathematizing 
and then excommunicating him for deviating from the correct doctrine. 

Ghazali took courage in knowing that the Ash'aris had not anathematized 
Bāgillānī ot others who dissented from the school’s position, like the prolific 
jurist-theologian al-Husayn b. ‘Ali al-Karabisi (d. 248/862) and the gadi and 
leading theologian of his time Ibrahim b. ‘Abd Allah al-Zabidi, better known 
as al-Qalanisi (d. ca. 359/970).°' Ghazali reckoned that if the Ash‘ariis did give 
vent to their folly it would be self-defeating.” 

Ina bid to expose the charlatanism of certain Ash‘ari theologians, Ghazali 
provided his reader with a set of prosecutorial questions. While these ques- 
tions were part of a polemical exchange, they were designed to serve as lead- 
ing questions to be put to any persons whom he considered to be fake theo- 
logians. The idea was not so much to test their abilities as to disclose their 
incompetence during informal cross-examination. Beyond that, his purpose 
was also to show that the adherents of the Ash‘ari school committed the very 
same intellectual errors and contradictions that they accused their Mu'tazili 
opponents of committing. 

If you asked an Ash'ari why he anathematized the Mu'tazilis, Ghazali 
mused, he would give a standard reply along the following lines. In their 
understanding of God, the Ash'ari would say, the Mu'tazilis believe that a 
single divine essence generates the function of knowledge, power, and life. 
This is wrong, the Ash'ari would say, because in reality and by definition, 
these are different attributes. Logically, it is impossible to describe a unity or 
represent a plurality of essences if these are only represented or signified by a 
single entity. Ghazali then proceeded to find an analogous Ash'ari argument; 
he asked why the same logic did not apply to the Ash‘ari explanation of divine 
speech. The same contradiction that the Ash'aris identified in the Mu'tazili 
reasoning as absurd, he pointed out, was evident in their own reasoning on 
divine speech! 

It is known, for instance, that the Ash'aris maintained that the attribute 
of divine speech (/&a/zz) is also associated with the divine essence and is thus 
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an attribute of essence. Having established this, the Ash'aris also maintained 
that, while God's speech is one, it becomes manifest in the form of multiplicity 
through manifestations that we identify as divine revelations in the Torah, the 
Psalms of David, the Bible, and the Qur'an. Furthermore, we know that these 
scriptures consist of informative historical narratives (babar, pl. akbbār) that 
are liable to verification or falsification, but that they also contain performa- 
tive predications, such as commands and prohibitions, that are not liable to 
being tested for truth or falsity. In other words, each of these revelations con- 
tains multiple essences. Ghazālī prompted his fictional interlocutor to put the 
following question to the theologian under cross-examination: How is it then 
possible that in a single scripture two types of speech — performative and in- 
formative utterances — can coexist? In his view, the Ash‘ari view allowed for 
the coexistence of two contraries in a single instant —a blatant contradiction 
in terms! 

If the charlatan Ash‘ati theologian was unable to respond to this query 
or fumbled in his response, it would be clear that he had a layman’s qualifi- 
cations —that he was a mere journeyman (muqallid) who lacked the skills of 
an original and serious investigative thinker (ab/nazar).°* Such a theologian 
should remain quiet, Ghazali advised, if he wished not to be banned from en- 
gaging in public debates or leading investigations into heresy charges. Con- 
cerned that such characters only caused harm in the public realm, Ghazali 
was dismissive of their efforts, which he compared to those of an ironmonger 
who tried to shape cold iron on an anvil. 

Ghazali was, of course, referring to boneheaded lay theologians. Such indi- 
viduals may have been slightly more educated than laypeople, but their real 
expertise was in intimidating others with threats of anathema. It appears that 
some may have been sniping at him and that he was returning fire. When 
retaliating, Ghazali himself was not reticent about playing the heresy card. 
After pointing out that demagogue theologians were not original but blindly 
followed some revered authority, Ghazali went on to suggest that in this way 
heresy-mongers themselves might have been guilty of heresy. “Perhaps if you 
ate fair,” he taunts his opponents, “you will realize that the one who believes 
that a single speculative thinker has the exclusive monopoly over the truth, 
such a person is closer to unbelief and contradiction. It is unbelief, because 
he elevates such a mortal to the status of a prophet. A prophet alone is infal- 
lible. For faith [doctrinally] is established by compliance with [the teachings 
of a prophet], and opposing him [his prophetic teachings] is a warrant for un- 
belief.” 
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Ghazali, then, accused charlatan inquisitors of contradiction. He made an 
unambiguous and compelling point: self-righteous and unqualified heresy- 
mongers and inquisitors pretended to have original insight but lacked the 
qualifications to acquire it. Therefore, they could, ironically, commit acts of 
unbelief themselves in following the errors rigged in the views of the authori- 
ties they claimed to obey. 

Ghazili’s goal in mounting these polemics was to point out that imputing 
charges of heresy is such a serious business that most theologians are just not 
qualified for it. Just as he believed that laypeople should not get entangled 
with complex theological doctrines, so too did he believe that run-of-the- 
mill or journeyman theologians should refrain from such tasks, since their 
involvement only exacerbated social harm. Such serious tasks requited origi- 
nal thinkers and persons qualified enough to be recognized as master theo- 
logians and juridical authorities (#mams). Interestingly, in his view, the chief 
offense of unqualified theologians was rooted in their unthinking imitation 
of authority. Their actions bred a cult of personal authority and sacralized the 
authority of ordinary mortals to the elevated status of prophetic authority. 
Ghazali's larger point, in my view, was that often the very sword dogmatic 
and unthinking heresy-mongers brandish becomes the instrument on which 
they can be impaled. 

During much of these polemical exercises, Ghazali played devil’s advocate. 
One would err to think that he did not have his own disagreements with the 
Mu'tazilis. When he playfully cast them in a positive light during the course 
of his polemical exchanges to score points on his Ash‘ati adversaries, it did 
not amount to an endorsement. Interestingly, it is precisely because polemi- 
cal gestures are playful and fluid that it becomes startlingly obvious that theo- 
logical doctrines are themselves flexible, if not plastic. For in the playfulness 
of polemics, the constructed nature of theological discourse becomes trans- 
parent. Ghazali was petrified at the prospect of such polemics being displayed 
publicly in debates, and he thus strongly opposed such exhibitions. He was 
acutely aware that they had the potential to make many people skeptical and 
to undermine their beliefs and religious commitments. 

What is remarkable about Ghazali's theological discourses is the consider- 
able amount of self-reflexivity that he demonstrated. Actually, his theological 
writings represent some of his most insightful dimensions; they were the co- 
alescing point for all his skills, talent, and passion. Ghazali himself had no 
intention of abandoning theology or wishing it away. To the contrary, he tried 
to use it as productively as possible in order to define the borders between un- 
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belief and faith while at the same time raising the bar as to what qualified as 
heresy. He realized that his greatest challenge was to create a plurality of views 
within a faith tradition and that, to that end, theology was a valuable instru- 
ment to legitimate diversity. It is obvious that Ghazali had such a fine mind 
that if he had wished to make a theoretical argument for the recognition of 
all the contending theological schools in Muslim theology he may have been 
the one person who could have made the case for it. 

At the same time, he was also acutely aware that a superfluous and root- 
less pluralism would be worthless; knowledge has to be rooted in the specifics 
of practice. While he viewed knowledge to be universal, unaffected by creed 
ot identity, true knowledge, he believed, is not obtained by the use of rea- 
son. True knowledge requires an inexpressible cosmic orientation as a sense 
of reality (Paqiqa), the knowledge of how to live. Only an imaginative self- 
identification with some central principle such as a belief in God and divine 
inspiration, he felt, can produce true knowledge."^ True knowledge is the rea- 
son why theology becomes such an indispensable grammar for certain classes 
of people who require conviction through empirical observation. The great 
masses of people, Ghazali often asserted, know and identify with the truth 
better than the learned. This is probably the main reason why he was so skepti- 
cal of the publicized antics of the learned, for their discourses had the potential 
to cloud that natural affiliation that ordinary people have with their beliefs. 

Ghazali was personally ambivalent about theology. At some stages of his 
life, it served him well, especially as he recovered from his personal crisis. He 
was also awate of its potential to mediate public discourse and make the en- 
vironment more tolerant, allowing for a plurality of views to flourish within 
certain limits. At the same time, he was conscious of the fact that theology is a 
double-edged sword, one that can be indiscriminately wielded both politically 
and privately. He knew how he had used theology in the service of the poli- 
tics of the Saljūgs—the very salātīn he accused other theologians of slavishly 
serving —when he ideologically combated their Ismaili adversaries on their 
behalf. Perhaps there was even a hint of remorse in some of his jeremiads for 
his role in all this, but it may be a contested point. At the private level, indi- 
viduals can pursue fratricidal vendettas against each other in vexatious heresy- 
mongering, producing social chaos and disruption in endless and futile pur- 
suits that stray from the tenets of faith. The landscape of Muslim religious 
history is littered with the corpses of such sectarian disputes fuelled by theo- 
logical partisanship, as is the landscape of the present. Personally, Ghazali 
found very little use for doxological theology and drifted toward a Neopla- 
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tonic theosophy, much to the chagrin of the more rigorous theologians who 
criticized him for making what seemed to them an unfortunate turn. He, in 
turn, appears to have been content in his rediscovery of faith and self, a faith, 
as he acknowledged, that was not grounded in reason inasmuch as it was in- 
spired by the divine afflatus. 


Therefore, there is no salvation except in independence of thought. 


“Forget all you’ve heard and clutch what you see 


At suntise what use is Saturn to thee?” 


If writing these words yields no other outcome save to make you 
doubt your inherited beliefs, compelling you to inquire, then it 
was worth it—leave alone profiting you. Doubt transports [you] to 
the truth. Who does not doubt fails to inquire. Who does not in- 
quire fails to gain insight. Without insight, you remain blind and 
perplexed. So we seek God’s protection from such an outcome. 


— Abi Hamid al-Ghazālī, Mizan al-‘amal (Balance of Deeds) 


Metaphysics of Belief 


Faith in a Nutshell 


Ghazali remained primarily committed to two constituencies in his explicitly 
theological writings: intellectuals and ordinary people. He reveled in plumb- 
ing the complicated arguments of doxological theology mingled with philo- 
sophical insights, which he used with great effect in public discourse against 
political and ideological opponents such as the Mu'tazilis, the Isma'ilis, and 
others. At the same time, he was eager to protect the simplicity of faith found 
among ordinary people from the disruptive influences of theological polem- 
ics. A public domain overloaded with theological polemics, he feared, would 
lead to confusion and, worse, would spoil the naive and simple faith of ordi- 
nary people. Since he had been deprived of such unspoiled faith— simple faith 
unblemished by the exaggeration of intellect that destroys the harmony of 
any faith —Ghazali genuinely wished it for others and explicitly expressed this 
wish in some of his writings. 

In Resuscitation, it appears forcefully in a discussion in which monotheism 
(tawhid ), yoked to the idea of absolute reliance (twakkul) on God, is elabo- 


166 | Metaphysics of Belief 


rately treated. Ghazali demonstrated his argument by using as an analogy the 
walnut. The four graded stages of belief in the oneness of God (tawhid) are 
analogous to the four parts of a walnut: the outer shell, the peel, the nut, and 
the oil extract." A mete verbal confession of the article of faith is the first and 
primary stage. It is equivalent to the walnut shell. Like the shell protects the 
nut, elementary faith protects the individual from harmful and injurious ele- 
ments of unbelief. It is, simply, a protective fiber, very little else. It discloses 
nothing about the quality of the faith, just as the shell tells the connoisseur 
very little about the quality of the nut inside it. Even a heedless believer, or a 
hypocrite for that matter, can make a declaration of faith, but it will remain 
superficial; so, from the perspective of the other, more developed stages of be- 
lief, this elementary stage appears to be almost equal to “hypocrisy.” Submit- 
ting to Islam on this nominal level has the benefit of admitting an individual 
into the community of believers. Its greatest advantage, of course, is political. 
Even a nominal Muslim enjoys immunity from the aggression of conquering 
Muslim armies. In the premodern Muslim political system, a non-Muslim’s 
allegiance to the Islamic empire was demonstrated by paying special taxes in 
exchange for the status of a protected subject (dbimmi).’ 

When a person commits to faith with the heart, understands its meaning, 
and consciously takes certain measures to avoid making a superficial confes- 
sion, then this person conforms to Ghazali's second stage of belief. Faith at 
this level protects the individual from harm, just as the peel surrounding the 
nut protects the nutritious substance from deterioration and decay. In Gha- 
zali’s words, a person at this stage of faith has “a firm knot on the heart” (‘“qda 
alā al-galb). Provided, of course, that sin does not erode faith, at a minimum 
such an individual can expect protection from the torment of hell in the after- 
life. But salvation is not automatic. A number of factors constantly threaten 
the knots of faith, he points out. Heretical beliefs (bid‘a)—in other words, 
beliefs unsubstantiated by canonical authority —Ghazali warned, can be ex- 
tremely corrosive to one’s faith. 

Just as the protective peel insulates the nut from rotting, so does dialecti- 
cal theology (Ra/am) protect the individual’s faith from harm. Here, despite 
his occasional scorn for theologians, Ghazali approved the role of the decent 
theologian, whose purpose is to repel the heretics who undermine the knot 
of faith in the hearts of the majority of people. Interestingly, he qualified 
his description of the theologian as one who is a “confessional monotheist” 
(muwabhid ). Ghazali appears to have been saying that such a theologian’s dis- 
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course is designed solely to defend the monotheistic beliefs etched on the 
hearts of ordinary folk and to protect their faith and commitment from dilu- 
tion. At the level of conviction, Ghazali explains, the dialectical theologian 
and the layperson might be similar. However, the two differ in one crucial re- 
spect: the theologian is able to circumvent the snares of the heretics thanks to 
his superior intellectual talents, whereas the layperson, who lacks such skills, 
is vulnerable. 

The third stage of commitment to faith produces yet another kind of mono- 
theist. Here, the believer witnesses the truth “as it is” in its manifest reality. In 
terms of the integrity of faith, such a believer is akin to the kernel of the nut. 
Unlike a person whose faith is only "skin deep" — the one covered by the peel 
of faith — the believer who grasps the kernel of faith understands that only a 
single cause animates all reality. Truth at the deepest level thus becomes sin- 
gular, even though externally truth may appear to be multiple. 

The person who not only attests to a singular reality but also witnesses the 
existence of a singular being as the essence of all reality has reached the pin- 
nacle of faith. Such a person embodies the essence of faith, just as the oil of 
the nut embodies the essence of the walnut. “He [a believer] does not wit- 
ness the totality,” explains Ghazali, “from the perspective of multiplicity, but 
views it from the perspective of a singularity or indivisible unity.” 

Thus, the four stages of monotheistic confession correspond to four exis- 
tential and embodied formations of religiosity: hypocrisy (mifaq) is the lowest 
rung of faith, followed by doctrinal rectitude (77/224), then faith as trusting 
in God in an ultimate sense (4awakku/), and culminating in contemplative 
vision (mushahada) at the apex. Despite his concern for the beliefs of the ordi- 
nary folk, Ghazali’s language of faith may only have been accessible to people 
when he used analogies to explain it. Once he began to explain the complex 
gradations of faith as he commented on the faith-as-a-walnut analogy, his lan- 
guage gravitated toward a sophisticated, elite discourse. 

As a creed, says Ghazali, monotheism must ultimately lead the religious 
subject to attain religiosity by means of the contemplative vision, when the 
totality of reality as a multiplicity of parts is both apprehended and witnessed 
as a single reality. Reaching this goal, he admitted, is an extraordinary chal- 
lenge. But Ghazali quickly elaborated that what he meant by “contemplative 
vision” was the monotheism of the intellect (sawhid al-‘aq/), the desideratum 
of the seeker after truth. He conceded that in witnessing God a person can- 
not totally be immune from the distractions of the multiplicity of the Other, 
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or non-God, from time to time. It requires a tremendous amount of spiritual 
labor to grasp and experience the contemplative vision, the highest level of 
perfection in monotheism. 

Explaining how the multiplicity of self-evident substances, contingents, 
and bodies can be reduced to a unity of essences is something that Ghazali was 
reluctant to indulge in. His stock answer was that these matters fall within the 
realm of revelatory knowledge (%/m al-mukashafa), a subject beyond the goals 
of the Resuscitation, which is devoted to ethics. Disclosing sensitive esoteric 
knowledge in writing is a most risky and imprudent undertaking, he notes. 
What he was prepared to say, though, was that seeing reality in terms of multi- 
plicity and seeing it in terms of unity are not mutually exclusive perspectives; 
instead, they are perspectives viewed from the same frame. 

To show how the various perspectives on reality are interlocking compo- 
nents of a single manifold, he used the analogy of the relation of the limbs 
to the unity of the body. For instance, a human being who is deeply intro- 
spective and knowledgeable about human anatomy might look at the various 
body parts and imagine the body to be several disjointed units, placing the 
emphasis on the unique capacity of each limb. Another observer might see 
the variety of limbs to be the uniqueness of an integrated and unitary being. 
Most people view humans as a composite of multiple organs and limbs, not 
a collection of disjointed limbs. Similarly, says Ghazali, everything in exis- 
tence, from the Creator to the created, is the product of multiple and diverse 
perspectives (/#barat) and contemplative visions (mushahadat). From one pet- 
spective, an object might be viewed as unitary, while seen from another per- 
spective it looks multiple. 

Addressing skeptics who might question his explanation, Ghazālī cau- 
tioned that common sense requires that we not deny anything simply because 
we have not yet attained it or do not yet understand it.’ He was fond of quoting 
the first caliph, Aba Bakr, who said, “Acknowledging an inability to compre- 
hend something is itself a form of comprehension.”* It is precisely when one 
concedes one’s inability to comprehend something as profound as the divine 
unity in all of creation that one is compelled to accept faith by means of verifi- 
cation.” (Others attain to faith by intuitive means and do not require rational 
verification.) The ideal of comprehending the singularity of all being in the 
multiplicity of creation, while not part of one’s essential reality, is sufficiently 
compelling for one to acquiesce to the truth by way of faith. 

For instance, one may not be a prophet, Ghazālī notes, but that does not 
preclude one from believing in prophecy and becoming a stakeholder in the 
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concept. In doing so, one does not become a prophet, since it is not necessary 
to be a prophet to experience the effects of prophecy.* Faith at its optimum 
unveils complex realities to the believer in the form of contemplative visions, 
experiences that might occur only momentarily, like transient shafts of light- 
ning. It is very rare that visions become a permanent condition and feature 
of a religious life. 

Ghazali narrated with some relish the exchange between Ibrahim Khawass 
(d. 903/291), an early mystic, and the famous mystic and martyr Mansir al- 
Hallaj. The story epitomizes the different existential stages of religiosity. As 
an ascetic, Khawass regularly undertook penances by living in the desert. 
On an occasion, Hallaj asked him, “What condition are you in?” To which 
Khawass replied, “I undertake journeys so that I can correct my state of abso- 
lute trust in God [fawakkul |.” Hallaj retorted, “You have ruined your life in 
order to inhabit your inner dwelling; where is the assimilation into divine 
unity [ fana’ fi al-tawhid|?”’ Commenting on this exchange, Ghazali observes 
that Khawass was engaged in the third level of divine unity, whereas Hallaj 
was urging him to ascend to the highest level of expressing the unity of God 
in contemplative visions. 

Reaching perfection of faith and apprehending the absolute unity of God 
unveils the unseen realities, according to Ghazali. Contemplative vision is a 
superior vision to biological sight. In the former, all the realities are observed 
through the heart and mind, whereas the latter depends on the organic instru- 
ment. As one draws closer to the most advanced stage of faith, one transcends 
the perception of the divine, just as an idolater beholds his idol as a means to 
reach for a higher and more personal encounter with the Real. In Ghazālīs 
view, there are two serious conditions that secrete an element of polytheism 
into a monotheist’s faith and impede the individual from attaining an exclu- 
sive encounter with the divine: when a religious subject places his ultimate 
reliance on the discretion of human beings, and when a religious subject de- 
pends on the efficacy of inanimate objects.* 

For example, it is entirely contrary to the spirit of trust in God (/awakkul ) 
and belief in the singularity of the divine being (fawhid) to say that the ulti- 
mate cause of the growth of crops is rain, just as it is offensive to suggest that 
the movement of ships is due to the winds on the sea. In fact, to make claims 
that ultimate causes can be located in natural phenomena is tantamount to 
associationism (shirk), an anathema to pristine monotheism. For such a claim 
reveals an ignorance of the reality of all causes. Moreover, human beings are 
not capable of providing sustenance, nor is it in their discretion to give life 
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or to withhold it. To attribute the ultimate cause of things to human beings 
while remaining oblivious to God’s hand in such matters is contrary to mono- 
theism.’ 

Let's presume, says Ghazali, that a monarch writes an order of reprieve that 
at the last minute commutes the execution of a person on death row. Imag- 
ine how offensive it would be to the king if the person whose life was saved 
announced that it was the pen and the paper on which the order of reprieve 
was written that saved his life, unless he meant it figuratively. In saying the 
pen saved his life, the reprieved criminal would deliberately deprive the king 
of his efficacy, nothing short of lése-majesté. If the denial of such effective 
causation is offensive in an earthly setting, then it stands to reason, Ghazili 
implies, that it gives offense in the divine court when the role of the ultimate 
cause of causes is not acknowledged. 

Even when Ghazali tried his best to explain faith for laypersons with the 
use of the most elegant of analogies and the plainest of language, he was 
handicapped by his own intellectual makeup; his scholarly labors inevitably 
took him into the philosophical and metaphysical thicket, at a distance from 
lay audiences. Was it a caprice that made him yearn to be the defender of the 
popular cause? Certainly, his lifelong passion was for mastering the elite sci- 
ences and discourses, especially the philosophical discourses, where he oscil- 
lated between Aristotelian and Neoplatonic narratives. Any cursory sutvey of 
Ghazali’s writings confirms that he was committed to metaphysics without 
showing any qualms about using the language of philosophy to explain reli- 
gion—nor did he hesitate to use very explicitly Islamic formulations in order 
to frame philosophical debates. 

This lends some credence to the criticism, often vicious, that his contem- 
poraries, such as Turtishi, directed at him; they said his writings were “woven 
with the views of philosophers and the constructions of the Brethren of Purity 
[Ikhwan al-Safa].”’° The latter were avant-garde intellectuals in Islam's early 
centuries who were viewed with deep suspicion by traditional pietists. Gha- 
zali’s critics held them in contempt for believing that prophecy is a talent that 
can be acquired and for regarding miracles as trickery, among other things." 
While Ghazali did not explicitly subscribe to any of the controversial group’s 
views, there are indeed strong resemblances between his philosophical her- 
meneutics and those of the Brethren of Purity. A hallmark of their interpreta- 
tions that also corresponds to certain mystical traits is the idea that all reality 
is constituted by a dualism, having exterior and interior (exoteric versus eso- 
teric), hidden and apparent, visible and invisible dimensions." 
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What the Brethren of Purity really aspired after was to provide a hermeneu- 
tic in which religion and philosophy could ideally be reconciled as mutually 
reinforcing each other—or at least not viewed as antithetical to each other. 
It is on this matter that Ghazali left his most important signature on early 
Muslim philosophical discussions. Whatever sympathies he may have had for 
the agenda of the Brethren of Purity remain moot. If he had them, they re- 
mained subordinate to what he thought were the essential elements of Islam as 
a creed. His forays into philosophy and his critique of the views of certain phi- 
losophers earned him notoriety in philosophical circles, where his views were 
received with a passion that equaled that of his critics who were theologians. 


The Trouble with Philosophy 


A popular anecdote often invoked to portray Ghazali’s infatuation with phi- 
losophy is a report attributed to Ibn al-‘Arabi al-Maliki (d. 543 /1148), once a 
student of Ghazali’s. “Our master Aba Hamid al-Ghazali,” declares Ibn al- 
‘Arabi, “swallowed philosophy and then tried an emetic but failed to expur- 
gate it."? The imagery is revealing in its attempt to both infantilize Ghazali 
and portray him as a victim of his own intellectual appetite. In some ways, 
it would be an apt description if it were not for the malice and the intended 
backhanded insult, for Ghazali did indeed have both an intellectual curiosity 
about philosophy and an ongoing struggle with it. However, this statement 
has been employed with great effect by his critics, who have used the fact that 
he borrowed from foreign sources of knowledge to discredit aspects of his 
intellectual legacy and impugn his credibility. 

It is Ghazali’s complicated engagement with philosophy that is of interest 
to us. During the second half of his four-year stay in Baghdad as professor, 
Ghazali embraced philosophy, either as a kind of therapy or as a weapon to 
further his ideological agenda. It was not the last time that philosophy would 
be viewed as a therapy, for Wittgenstein later observed that “the philosopher 
treats a question like a disease." '* Ghazali had several questions— or diseases, 
if you like—for which he sought a remedy in philosophy with a passion for 
logic. Philosophy, in his view, was not a single discipline, ot science ( 7/77). He 
saw it as a rubric for four related disciplines, namely, mathematics and ge- 
ometry, logic, metaphysics, and physics.”° 

Among the compelling grammars of philosophy, Ghazali at first found 
solace in logic and deployed it to advance his theological propositions. Master- 
ing the repertoire of logic, as well as of metaphysics and physics, clearly fur- 
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nished his narrative with additional clarity, subtlety, and sophistication. How- 
ever, it also provided him with new possibilities to share and exchange ideas 
with audiences beyond his limited fraternity of jurists and theologians. This 
is also what makes his scholarly labors so distinct — that he managed to inno- 
vate a very early interdisciplinary approach, mixing metaphors and paradigms 
in order to illuminate ideas and problems. Despite the fact that he was ruth- 
lessly criticized for “mixing” types of knowledge, he succeeded in reaching 
audiences familiar with philosophical discourse, literature, and mysticism in 
his own culture and beyond. 

Ghazali’s major trouble with philosophy was twofold. First, he was dis- 
turbed by the attitude of the philosophers and the impact of philosophical dis- 
cussions and theology in the public domain. Second, and related to the first 
point in a slightly different manner, he took issue with the ideological nexus 
that was formed between philosophy and the political opposition to the Sal- 
jigs that was spearheaded by the Isma‘ilis. 

His encounter with philosophy, especially the work of Abt Nasr al-Farabi 
(d. 339/950) and Abū ‘Ali Ibn Sina, brought him face-to-face with a new epi- 
stemic grammar that both enchanted and dismayed him. He was enchanted 
by philosophy since it aided him in making more persuasive theological ar- 
guments. What he found odious was the hubris that familiarity with philoso- 
phy bred within elite scholarly circles. The condescending attitude of some 
philosophers toward religion and its practitioners especially concerned him. 
Since he did not view the philosophers as taking religion seriously, he feared 
that if such attitudes became widespread they could damage the general pub- 
lic’s confidence in religion and undermine the ethical and moral system that 
it underpinned. What may have further provoked Ghazali’s righteous indig- 
nation was the absolutism that he discovered to be common to Isma‘ili and 
philosophical thought. Ghazali was not opposed to rationality; he cherished 
it. What particularly horrified him was the rationalist absolutism that he found 
in both groups, which in turn was succeeded by the more serious and, in his 
view, more dangerous problem of antinomianism. 

The Muslim philosophers, Ghazali maintained, were infatuated with 
“high-sounding names such as Socrates, Hippocrates, Plato, and Aristotle” 
and boasted of the excellence of their science as a tool for unraveling and 
understanding reality. Enamored by this intellectual legacy, the philosophers, 
Ghazali observed, "den[ied] revealed laws and religious confessions and re- 
ject[ed] the teachings of religion and religious communities, believing them 


to be man-made laws and embellished tricks.” +$ 
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But he was unable shake off his love-hate relationship with philosophy and 
the Muslim philosophers. He esteemed philosophy’s use as a means of persua- 
sion and argumentation, and he internalized a good deal of it. As a believer 
in revelatory truth, the theologian in him precluded him from accepting phi- 
losophy as an end in itself. For all the reasons just mentioned, he not only 
challenged the aura of invincibility of the philosophers’ arguments but also 
consciously labored to undermine and displace that aura. With this attitude, 
he went to great lengths to show that philosophy itself is subject to critical 
interrogation and that philosophers hold views that are flawed by other stan- 
dards of truth, such as those of theology. 

What may have inflamed his ire was the common trait of antinomianism 
that he detected in the discourses of the philosophers and the Isma‘ilis, whom 
he claimed also "render[ed] invalid the revealed norms." '" He spoke disparag- 
ingly of the Isma‘ili belief in an absolute authority that alone can provide au- 
thoritative and morally correct knowledge to the community. In his political- 
cum-theological treatise The Obscenities of the Esoterists (Fada'ib al-batiniya), he 
systematically refuted the Isma‘ili claims. But Isma‘ilism, in his view, was not 
only a political challenge to the "Abbasid-Saljüq establishment. It posed an 
intellectual and theological challenge first and foremost, since it also drew on 
certain philosophical strains of Neoplatonism. His goal in writing Jncoherence 
of the Philosophers (Tabafut al-falasifa) was not confined to the task of identifying 
the theological lapses in the thinking of the philosophers. It also attempted to 
expose the predisposition of philosophical thought to absolutist and authori- 
tartian appropriation, an element he feared that the Isma‘ilis might gainfully 
exploit, which they purposefully did. 

It is this ideological convergence of two influential ideological trends — 


lel 


Isma'ilism and philosophy — that formed the subtext for his philosophical and 
theological writings. Frequently, he refuted an Isma‘ili claim only to allude 
to the sinister resemblances it had to the ideas of the philosophers. The com- 
mon thread shared by his adversaries was the overweening emphasis on the 
part of the philosophers on discursive rationality and the Isma‘ili tendency to 
dismiss any reliance on human capacity and mortal intellect, seeking instead 
refuge in infallible authority. It would, therefore, not be incorrect to view 
the /ncoberence, in part, as the philosophical pendant to his political theology 
documented in Obscenities of the Esoterists. The latter is a bruising critique of 
Ismaili doctrines, as well as of some ideas of the philosophers. 

I believe Ghazali was perhaps more offended by the reasoning and justifi- 
cation that the philosophers provided in support of their views than by their 
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substantive ideas themselves. He was outraged by their ratiocination that reli- 
gious discourse is an expedient to pacify the intellectual mediocrity of the sub- 
altern classes while the elites are entitled to derive a different and higher truth 
from revelation. This might have been the provocation that led him to make 
overtures to protect the religion of the masses from corruption by scholars. 

There may be at least two further reasons why he found the philosophers’ 
approach to religion offensive. First, he, too, may have personally believed 
that the elites could appreciate the more subtle and deeper meaning of revela- 
tion and religion. Yet he also recognized that if he conceded the coexistence 
of two parallel religious discourses, one for the masses and almost another 
religion for the elite, it would give a completely utilitarian and instrumental 
character to religion. This would not only undermine the confidence of the 
populace in religion per se but also make of religion a useful fiction. Second — 
flowing from the first, and perhaps more important— one suspects that Gha- 
zali feared that the philosophers’ interpretation of religion would in the long 
term pillory the ethical imperatives of religion, which might have a domino 
effect by making people skeptical about all other doctrines, from the authen- 
ticity and authority of prophecy — namely, the person of the Prophet Muham- 
mad —to the Qur’an. Philosophy unchecked and unrestrained, he thought, 
might wound Islam as a religious tradition. 

The point I want to make is that as a philosophically minded intellectual 
Ghazali may have believed that there is a genuine place for an elite interpre- 
tation of religion, since people are naturally inclined to perceive things dif- 
ferently. But Ghazali the realist theologian viewed the social cost of permit- 
ting such an attitude to flourish to be too high; such a view could imperil the 
core and essence of his religious tradition itself. Would Ghazali’s attitude have 
been any different if the philosophers had not been so brazen as to articulate 
their view of religion in crude terms of “expediency”? While this remains a 
speculative question, I do believe that if the philosophers had been less parti- 
san and high-minded about solving all the difficult questions about religion, 
from prophecy and values to theodicy, Ghazali may have responded differ- 
ently. At least, he would not have perceived them to be so threatening and may 
not have pursued them so doggedly. The cardinal flaw in the philosophers’ 
approach was their hubris, in his view, which made them overstate their case. 

Philosophy wanted to be the master narrative, even though the philoso- 
phers made overtures toward partnership with religion. Religion, in turn, saw 
itself as the master narrative. And, in the case of Islam, there was an addi- 
tional political contest. As Islam was the new master narrative in regions that 
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had only recently obeyed other gods and followed different faiths, it would 
have been political suicide to concede that Allah needed a helping hand from 
Zeus. So while some religious scholars accepted the bona fides of philoso- 
phy, placing it in a subordinate position to the dogma of religion, Ghazali 
was skeptical, despite his admiration for aspects of the discipline. He pre- 
ferred some ambiguity. Philosophical ideas, like mystical formulations, Gha- 
zali repeatedly stated, are so complex and multidimensional that it is often 
preferable to leave some secrets unspoken and implicit. When such complex 
ideas are publicized, he argued, they invariably cause great harm, since they 
ate often the cause for miscommunication and dangerous misunderstanding. 

At the personal level, however, philosophy prompted Ghazali to ask the 
larger ontological questions. Despite its merits, the study of logic had limi- 
tations in its ability to help him overcome some of his more complex episte- 
mological and ontological doubts. As he indirectly indicated in his spiritual 
testimony, he was driven to ask: Who am I? How do I know myself? Where 
am I on the chain of being? What is the purpose of my existence? Why am I? 
What is my particularity? 

At some stage in the prime of his life, Ghazali remarks, the thirst to get a 
grip of the sense and true reality of things became so overpowering that he 
often imagined that certain things were involuntarily and providentially hap- 
pening to him. It was at this stage of his life, he confesses, that, like a snake’s 
skin, the fetters of compliance to tradition and adherence to inherited beliefs 
just peeled off." He does not tell us for how long this state of mind continued. 
He does admit, though, that his intense reflections on the question of know- 
ing things a priori only precipitated more questions. It led him to ask: Why are 
the children of Jews, Christians, and Muslims raised in their specific religious 
traditions and not in others? Who determines their choices? He was aware 
that the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad state that everyone is born in 
a natural state and with a built-in disposition for the truth ( /ira). Tradition 
teaches that people are shaped in their beliefs by the socialization provided by 
their parents in childhood. This only prompted Ghazali to probe further, for 
the average comprehensibility only provokes further incomprehensibility. 

He recognized how critical it is to grasp the content, or substance, of fifra, 
the innate disposition within humans. At first, an unnerving vacancy sut- 
rounded the question of fitra, which then led Ghazali to conclude that fitra 
must be something of the original condition equivalent to true being, where 
reality is perceived in all its luminescence. In its natural state, being has an 
a priori predisposition for knowledge as well as for comprehending the unity 
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of God (sawhid ), Ghazali concluded.” His conclusions about this innate pre- 
disposition of being only led him to explore the value of intuitive and ontologi- 
cal knowledge. Intuitive knowledge, or aesthetic sensibility (dhawgq), literally 
means “to taste.” Muslim mystics explain dhawg as a cognitive condition that 
follows spiritual ecstasy, when the subject experiences the first steps in wit- 
nessing “true reality.”* In other words, dhawg is the metaphor for ontologi- 
cal knowledge and experiential wisdom. Vico defines the Latin word sapere to 
mean “tasting,” a term that metaphorically becomes the word for “wisdom” 
(sapientia, or “tastefulness”) because wisdom puts things to their natural uses 
rather than to artificial ones.” It is this aesthetic sensibility that allows us to 
configure how knowledge is made as poetic wisdom, sapientia poetica. Knowl- 
edge derived from mystical and self-reflective experiences, like all true art, is 
a more reliable form of knowing than culturally constructed epistemologies. 

Ghazali thus distinguished between a priori knowing (ontic knowing) on 
the one hand and discursive knowing on the other. Discursive knowledge, 
like philosophy, theology, and ethics, delivers one to the threshold (dib/z) of 
this pure ontology. But it is from the ontological realm that being derives its 
transcendent and ineffable character. If knowledge and knowing cannot ac- 
count for this vital ontological dimension of being, then knowledge itself, in 
Ghazali's view, is deficient. 

The way he narrated his experience deserves some attention. Once he re- 
covered from his searing emotional crisis, which was partly occasioned by his 
skepticism of all knowledge, he at last recognized that discursive knowledge 
is a necessary component in the quest for certainty but that it is not the only 
component.” From that point onward, Ghazali construed discursive knowl- 
edge very differently. Discursive knowledge from then on had unshakeable 
foundations in rationality. After his recovery from his knowledge crisis, Gha- 
zali observes, he regained his confidence in the self-evident data of reason 
(a/-darūriyāt al-‘aqlya) as a reliable source for certainty. A characteristic of 
discursive knowledge, says Ghazili, is its irreversible certainty to withstand 
the most inexplicable trickery and attempts to falsify it. For example, it is ac- 
cepted that ten is greater than the number three. But what if someone asks 
you to invert this elementary certainty of arithmetic and believe that three is 
greater than ten on the ground that the challenger can miraculously transmute 
a tock into gold or a stick into a snake? Ghazali's response was an unambigu- 
ous “No.” “I will not doubt my knowledge because of this feat,” says Ghazali. 
“The only effect it will have on me,” he continues, “is that it will make me 
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wonder [/z'ajjub] as to how he could accomplish such a [feat]; but as to doubt 
about what I know? Never!" ?? 

Discursive knowledge was thus, for Ghazali, equal to verisimilitude. He 
was grounded in essentialist discursive rationality, in causation and empirical 
certainty. Reason is a single scientific discipline, Ghazali maintained, citing 
an unnamed poet, whereas insanity has varieties.” His trust in reason is what 
gave him an unshakeable certainty and confidence. Parenthetically, we have 
to mention that he was not closed to the idea of wondering and was open to 
imagining beyond discursive knowing, an imagination that would not affect the 
empirical data. However, his confidence in reason and rational data stemmed 
from a new experience. His attachment to reason, Ghazali explicitly states, 
was “not based on a constructed proof [nazm dalil | or systematic argument 
[tartib kalam].” “Rather,” he reveals, “it is by means of a light [när] that God 
had cast in the bosom. And that light is the key to most knowledge. Therefore, 
anyone who thinks that the unveiling of truth depends on carefully formu- 
lated proofs has indeed placed the abundant mercy of God under restraint." ^" 
One cannot ignore here the way he depicts the role of innate nature ( /7/ra) as 
a receptacle in the heart for the light associated with divine mercy and grace. 
This form of ontic knowing, knowing from being, is what Ghazali and the 
Muslim tradition generally metonymically refer to as the “expansion of the 
bosom” (sharh al-sadr), a code for the essential vitalization of the self. 

In an effortless move, Ghazali grounded reason in a transcendent ontology. 
So, while the protocols of reason and discursive logic remain intact, ratio- 
nal discursivity can be viewed as continuing into a pure ontological realm. 
At least, the ontological horizon is in theory both opened and naturalized 
in conjunction with reason; epistemology and ontology can coexist side by 
side as neighbors without creating an impermeable divide between them, as 
certain strands of post-Enlightenment thought have construed the relation- 
ship between the two aspects. The protocols and disciplines governing both 
would, of course, be different, but the main point is to demonstrate that con- 
tinuity is possible from one mode of knowledge to another. It is the onto- 
logical moorings to which reason is anchored that provided Ghazali with the 
kind of unshakeable epistemic certainty and inner confidence that René Des- 
cartes might have longed for but was reluctant to embrace. 

Given the fluidity between epistemology and ontology in the Ghazalian 
scheme of things, often his explanatory statements of causation requite care- 
ful attention in order to discern in which register and in what key he spoke.” 
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It is, therefore, not surprising that his references to ontological propositions 
frequently get confused with epistemological propositions and vice versa. 
Ghazali's ontology was unapologetically theistic; in fact, it was an ontology 
centered on divine grace. His epistemology thus had metaphysical backing 
and was unmistakably mingled with theistic presuppositions. To put it slightly 
differently, one can say that Ghazali gave priority to the ontological chicken, 
whereas Ibn Rushd later gave priority to the epistemological egg. And an- 
other, younger contemporary of Ibn Rushd, namely, Muhi al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi, 
viewed the entire universe as just one big ontological chicken. Or one could 
say, to be sure, that Ibn ‘Arabi combined the chicken and the egg—but as 
ordinary mortals we see a great deal more of the chicken than of the egg. 


A Clash of Epistemologies 


Ghazali’s major disagreement with his philosopher and Isma‘ili adversaries 
was on the question of epistemology. As a consequence of Ghazali’s com- 
mitment to revealed authority, both his metaphysics and his epistemology 
were flooded with theistic foundationalism. So even when his epistemology 
consisted of certain self-evident rational propositions, they were tinged by 
an a priori theological fidelity to revelation. He took issue with the philoso- 
phers when their views on a whole number of issues did not conform to some 
of the foundations that he deemed to be incontrovertible and necessary ele- 
ments of his theory of knowledge. Similarly, he was skeptical of Isma‘ili epi- 
stemic claims that resulted in ontological transgression, especially of their be- 
lief in the authority of charismatic leaders who possess absolute knowledge. 
Mantiqi spelled out the essential differences between religion and philoso- 
phy, differences that Ghazali doggedly wished to retain despite his predilec- 
tion for philosophy. The repertoire of religion, says Mantiqi, consists of key 
words and concepts like revelation, seeking the satisfaction of the divine, act- 
ing on divine commands, being guided by the light of reason, invoking God 
without compunction, seeking the plain meaning of revelation and the true 
meaning of the tradition, and upholding the consensus of the community as 
an ideal.” The repertoire of the philosophers, on the other hand, consists of 
key words and concepts like investigation and pride in intellectual labor; using 
expressions such as “I examined,” “I abhorred,” “I approved,” and “I walk 
in the light provided by the Creator of creation”; invoking names like Plato 
and Socrates and others; talking about nature, natural causation, primordial 
matter, form, and essence; and employing terminology that no Muslim, Jew, 
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Christian, Magian, or Manichean would dare invoke, says Mantiqi with ill- 
disguised sarcasm. 

Philosophers hold that doctrines are true only if they meet the criteria of 
rational arguments. Belief in God and the truth of revelation are certainly not 
among the elementary propositions. A proposition regarding God stands in 
need of rational justification, a philosopher would argue. Thus, a philosopher 
seeks evidence for the existence of God. If it is difficult to prove, philosophers 
work on certain assumptions to demonstrate the reality of a realm of existence 
beyond the physical —the metaphysical — and build a narrative around such a 
probability. Some Muslim theologians borrowed heavily from the metaphysi- 
cal narratives of the Muslim philosophers. While there were commonalities 
between the two epistemological systems, there were also significant differ- 
ences that resulted in disagreement. 

Ghazali accused the philosophers of sleight of hand. He found that they 
were inconsistent. They claimed fidelity to the empirical tradition but did not 
perform to its requirements; it was an empiricism to which he also swore loy- 
alty. The philosophers, Ghazali says, *use[d] the appearance of their mathe- 
matical and logical sciences as evidentiary proof for the truth of their meta- 
physical sciences, using [this] as a gradual enticement for the weak in mind.” ° 
But in practice there was no such comparable metaphysical proof. Perfec- 
tion, a feature of the mathematical sciences, was absent in the metaphysical 
sciences, which explains why the philosophers disagreed among themselves. 
Were metaphysics an exact science like mathematics, Ghazali argues, then it 
would not be susceptible to error.” 

When interpreting religious and revealed discourse, Ghazali was, of course, 
neither a literalist nor a commonsense scripturalist. He often lost patience 
with those who asserted that the language of religious discourse exclusively re- 
lied on the warrant of scriptural authority (nass), namely, the Qur’ān and the 
Sunna. Aware of the damage that a blunt-edged scripturalist approach inflicted 
on the image of religion, Ghazali habitually increased the discursive and ratio- 
nalist torque of his arguments. He became impatient with religious scholars 
who relied on theistic arguments without striving to provide any rational ex- 
planation for their views. It is because Ghazali effectively used two discourses, 
religious and philosophical, to explain his arguments that his writings dem- 
onstrate such an extraordinary depth and sophistication. 

Scholars who wished to defend religious arguments, Ghazali argued, had 
to be equipped with the best and most advanced intellectual tools; if not, they 
did religion a disservice and parodied the discourse of religion despite their 
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best intentions.’ Consider his response to some theologians who tried to re- 
fute the scientific arguments provided by philosophers as to why lunar and 
solar eclipses occur. Muslim philosophers were as well-versed in astronomy, 
science, botany, and medicine as they were in the sciences of religion. They, of 
course, had a scientific explanation as to how and why a lunar or solar eclipse 
occurs. They believed that lunar eclipses occur when the earth interposes be- 
tween the moon and the sun and the latter’s light is obscured from the moon. 
A solar eclipse occurs, they explained, when the lunar orb interposes between 
the observer and the sun.** These matters now seem self-evident to us, as they 
did to Ghazali. He was convinced that geometric and arithmetic calculations 
as well as empirical demonstrations cumulatively made the philosophers’ ex- 
planation of these natural phenomena incontrovertible and convincing.” 

Yet some theologians of his day rejected such explanations on dogmatic 
grounds, and their poor arguments seem to have elicited his pique. In the face 
of empirical evidence, he comments, some theologians foolishly contested 
the scientific explanation as to why an eclipse occurs because in their view the 
heavenly bodies submit to a direct divine revelation, or an instruction from 
God. The evidence that these theologians adduced, Ghazali explains, was a 
fragment of a prophetic report (hadith) of dubious provenance that says, “But, 
if God reveals himself to a thing, it submits itself to Him."?? 

First, Ghazali undermined their evidence by arguing that it was a disputed 
fragment of a prophetic report—that it was in fact scandalously false evi- 
dence. Second, and perhaps more interesting, he argued that even if this re- 
port were sound, it would still lend itself to interpretation (422777). The frag- 
ment of the report, Ghazali explains, means that things submit to God in 
a figurative and effective sense rather than in a literal and empirical sense. 
Understanding scientific matters by means of literal interpretation amounts 
to “rejecting matters that are conclusively true,” Ghazali states unequivo- 
cally.*° 

Hermeneutics, he concluded, can resolve the apparent conflict between 
empirical evidence and scriptural mandates. Interpretive conflict took place 
because a too-narrow hermeneutic was brought into play. Instead, he pre- 
ferred to use a larger interpretive aperture in which the canonical texts were 
interpreted in conjunction with scientific data and common sense in a com- 
plex intertextual approach. Armed with this paradigmatic approach, he con- 
fidently refuted the views of those scholars who felt compelled by their reli- 
gious commitments to reject self-evident scientific data. 

In a rebarbative tone, Ghazali charged that such persons actually “harm 
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religion and weaken it.” “For these matters,” he continues, “rest on demon- 
strations, geometrical and arithmetical, that leave no room for doubt.” He 
explains: “Thus, when one who studies these demonstrations and ascertains 
their proofs, deriving thereby information about the time of the two eclipses 
[and] their extent and duration, is told that this is contrary to religion, [such 
an individual] will not doubt science, but [will come to doubt] religion. The 
harm inflicted on religion by those who defend it in an improper manner is 
greater than [the harm caused by] those who attack it in a proper way.” Frus- 
trated by the violation of common sense demonstrated by some implacable 
theologians, Ghazali reminds us of the wise dictum that “a rational foe is 
better than an ignorant friend.”*’ With bruising sarcasm, he said elsewhere: 
“To shun an ignoramus is to make an offering to God!””* 

In a more buoyant mood, Ghazali cast his epistemological concerns in the 
form of demonstrative or syllogistic arguments. These, he explains, are the 
best means to achieve certainty and security from error in logical proposi- 
tions. He was not prepared to exchange fact for fiction, firmly believing that 
the imperatives of logic must seem to have the intransigence of a tornado even 
in the face of a magician’s tricks. In this, he was indebted to the Aristotelian 
tradition. He used hegemonic tools to create counter-hegemonic narratives. 
So enamored was he with Aristotelian syllogism that he translated it into an 
Islamic idiom and found its scriptural equivalents in the Qur'an, claiming to 
be the pioneer in this respect. Careful not to concede every logical proposi- 
tion to the Greeks, he informs us that many categories of demonstrative ar- 
guments date back to ancient times. But in order to make the categories more 
palatable to the intellectual sensibilities of his audiences, he deemed it neces- 
sary to update and renovate the terminology of logic.” Not only did he believe 
that arguments presented in a discourse familiar to his audiences would have 
mote persuasive value, but he also implied that logical and rational thinking 
is inherent to all cultures, including those cultures that are inspired by the 
teachings of the Qur’an.*° 


Causation: Natural or Habit? 


Inspired by the Qur'àn's notion of God's unsurpassable sovereignty, and 
coupled to an ontology of divine grace, Ghazali felt confident in presenting 
the doctrine of the habitual order of occurrences (éstimrar al-‘ada, ot ittirad al- 
ada). This doctrine has received a great deal more attention than Ghazali 
might have anticipated, evoking a variety of protestations from his adver- 
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saties. It has often been used to discredit him as a thinker and as proof of his 
antirationalism and antiempiricism. It is clear that Ghazali made this argu- 
ment in a polemical context against his philosopher adversaries. Against the 
commonplace notion of material causation, Ghazali argued that the causes 
and effects we attribute to things are not what he called necessary causes and 
effects. It is important to follow his qualifiers. It might appear to us that 
things occur with causes and effects, but they do not occur because of them.” 
Denying effective material causation obviously placed Ghazali at odds with 
the general understanding of natural causation. Theologians before him had 
used other formulations to articulate a similar point to his, the best known 
among these being the doctrine of acquisition of the Ash‘ari school. But Gha- 
zali took the opportunity to clarify what he meant in order to align and har- 
monize his theology with the notion of rationality in a seamless narrative. 
Let’s take the example of the burning of cotton when it comes into contact 
with fire. Ghazālī says that we understand cotton to burn because we are ac- 
customed to seeing it burn on a regular basis. Our observation is therefore 
one of habit rather than one computed after consideration of the number of 
causes that make fire burn cotton. We assume that it is the fire that causes com- 
bustion and burns the cotton to ashes. But the experiment in itself does not 
rule out the possibility that there might be another cause, or several causes, 
for the combustion and the subsequent incineration of the cotton to ashes. 
Similarly, through the act of copulation, sperm reaches the womb, but the 
male sperm producer cannot be viewed as the agent who produced the child 
or even any of the capacities inherited by the child. Ghazali viewed what we 
generally describe as causes to be in reality “instrumental” causes. In other 
words, certain instrumental causes such as fire and cotton are utilized to pro- 
duce combustion. We witness procreation after a successful sexual encounter 
results in a pregnant female. The visible actions, Ghazali insisted, should not 
be confused with the efficient causes. “Existence ‘with’ a thing,” he observes, 
“does not prove it exists “because of’ it.” Both he and the philosophers, Gha- 
zālī says, agree that things exist due to something coming from the “direction 
of the first" — meaning the first cause, or God — either directly or indirectly. 
Where Ghazali parted company with the philosophers was in the explana- 
tory narrative that he provided about the nature of existence and how it is sus- 
tained. This differs substantially from those of his philosopher counterparts 
and of modern empirical scientists. Ghazali believed that the philosophers 
had no convincing argument to demonstrate that what they called the prin- 
ciples of existence caused fire to burn or copulation to result in pregnancy. 
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The reason we expect a match to light is that it happened the last time we 
tried to light it. If there was something Ghazali remained skeptical about, 
then it was permanent and universally necessary causes. For these principles 
or causes, he believed, can appear and disappear: the best thing we can do is 
say that they occur regularly. It is this radical aspect of his thinking that in- 
scribed a nontotalizing dimension in Ghazali’s metaphysics. 

He agreed, though, that when contact between various bodies does occur 
a number of properties that philosophers designate as accidents (aad) and 
events ( hawadith) inherent in the substances or bodies are activated. The exis- 
tence of these properties in their respective forms, Ghazali continues, “ema- 
nates from the one who bestows forms [ahib al-suwar| to things, who is one 
of the angels.” ** In other words, whether it is due to angels or some other 
cause, the existence of the substance or body is sustained by the will of God. 
For instance, when the eye recognizes a color, what really happens is that cer- 
tain receptacles that Ghazali calls “readiers” and “preparers” —like the sun, 
the healthy pupil of the eye, and the colored object viewed —all accept the 
forms of the accidents and events that have occurred. However, in his view, 
there is nothing essential in these receptacles that means they ought to take on 
the shapes that they do or the colors that appear in them the way they do. In 
fact, Ghazali would say, the only reason they occur in the way they do is be- 
cause of a divine deliberation and choice: in short, divine voluntarism. The 
philosopher, on the other hand, says Ghazali, believes that temporal events 
stem from certain principles inherent in the nature of things. Therefore, it 
is necessary that things proceed in a manner that is dictated by the nature of 
things. According to these ingrained natures, a shiny body will receive the 
light of the sun and reflect it, while mud will only absorb the light. 

Obviously, Ghazali held on to this doctrine of habitual occurrence in order 
to prove that the habits or patterns he described could on occasion be sus- 
pended. The suspension could then explain and justify the occurrence of pro- 
phetic miracles. He had in mind miracles like Abraham’s survival in Nimrod’s 
fire and the virgin birth and miraculous conception of Jesus. Even though 
Ghazali could not provide a thorough explanation as to how these miracles 
occurred, he attributed his inability to explain them to the limits of human 
knowledge, to the fact that we cannot know everything fully. He did, how- 
ever, provide a ratiocination to suggest that whatever inexplicably happens 
must have a cause beyond the apparent cause.** In other words, the lack of 
a complete explanation suggests that there is a penumbra of uncertainty in 
human existence that resists a totalizing narrative. 
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Reason is something that Ghazali did not abandon, even though he denied 
naturalistic causation. And many of his critics confused his skepticism about 
natural causation with a denial of rationality. He would certainly have con- 
ceded the limitations of reason to know things in their totality, but to deny 
rationality would to his mind be to debauch the imagination. In fact, Ghazali 
admitted that there are certain operational patterns of nature at work. How- 
ever, he insisted that we can call these patterns principles only provided that 
we do not view them as autonomous principles but rather as part of a domino 
effect that ultimately connects to divine choice and voluntarism. What Gha- 
zali wished to stress was that God is actively in charge in both human actions 
and of the function of nature and cosmos: God does micromanage the uni- 
verse, if you like. The philosophers preferred a Deist God, one who winds up 
the clock and leaves it to the determinants of its own instrumentation. (And, 
of course, Ghazali's position would prompt many moralists to have questions 
about divine justice due to recurring floods, deaths, war, dispossession, and 
disease. Eric Ormsby’s book on divine justice is a helpful guide to this topic.)** 

Anticipating that his adversaries would burlesque his reasoning, Ghazali 
mounted a preemptive intellectual strike. Paraphrasing the objections of his 
opponents, he heard them ask: You expect us to believe that if one leaves a 
book at home, by the time one returns in the evening the book will have turned 
into a handsome servant, ready to do household chores? By indulging in the 
caticature of his own reasoning, Ghazali acted as ventriloquist for his phi- 
losopher adversaries, who asked him: So it is eminently possible that a clutch 
of stones and a bag of dust could turn into gold nuggets and fragrant musk? 
He had two kinds of answers to these questions—a typical put-down and a 
serious answet. 

Continuing to indulge in his penchant for mockery and humor, Ghazali 
says: “I do not know what is at the house at present. All I know is that I have 
left a book in the house, which is perhaps now a horse that has defiled the 
library with its urine and its dung. All I know is that the jar of water I left at 
home might have turned into an apple tree. For God is capable of everything. 
It is not necessary for the horse to be created from reproductive material 
[sperm] nora tree from a seed! In fact, itis not necessary for either of the two to 
be created from anything.” Addressing his readers with a full dose of sarcasm, 
he adds: “Well, perhaps God did create things that did not exist previously!” *” 

The serious reply that Ghazali gave to his skeptical interlocutors turned on 
an epistemology with metaphysical backing or, to use a domestic analogy, an 
epistemology with a theistic doorstop. All fantasies are possible, he replies, 
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if one believes that a known thing can coexist with its negation. “These ab- 
surdities only follow,” says Ghazālī, “if the established existence of the possible 
does not permit the creation of knowledge for a human where [the same pos- 
sible thing] can become nonexistent.” ** In other words, the problem centers 
on how the possible is imagined. If the imagination only permits the existence 
of one iteration or one incarnation of two identically possible things, then 
sutely the absurd fantasies imagined by Ghazali's philosopher in the entertain- 
ing passage cannot be possible. For the possible existence of one will make 
the existence of the other impossible. To put it differently, Ghazali points out 
that if your system of knowledge and reasoning allows you to believe that the 
same person can be a man and a horse at the same time, then these fantasies 
are possible. If the possibility of the one negates the possibility of the other, 
however, the problem is solved, and your absurd fantasies are voided in reality. 

In order to expose the flaws of his interlocutors, Ghazali polemically led 
them into an ambush to concede epistemological nihilism. Implicitly, he said 
that the fantasies of his fictional philosopher— even if they were made by way 
of polemics—amounted to suggesting that one can actually claim to have 
knowledge of something absurd without having to rationally justify its grounds 
and its existence. For that is what he believed underpinned the irrational prop- 
osition that books can turn into horses. Only a nihilist can believe in nothing. 
For a nihilist, either the grounds for knowing never existed or it is not pos- 
sible to discover them. Therefore, a nihilist can believe anything, for a nihilist 
can claim that one does not have the grounds for knowing in the first place. 

Turning the tables on his opponents, Ghazali suggested that if they could 
momentatily join him in this fantastical mode of thinking then they might 
conclude that they were prepared to believe in the abstract existence of some- 
thing without ascertaining whether such a proposition was feasible in epi- 
stemic terms. In other words, he drew them into thinking about knowledge 
in imaginative terms, not empirical terms. Ghazali clearly anticipated all the 
possible responses his doctrine of habitual order might receive and thus pre- 
pared his rebuttals. Superficially and at first blush, the impulse is to say that if 
he did not believe in natural causation and if he believed in miracles that sus- 
pend the naturalistic order of causation then surely he was arguing that any- 
thing ridiculous and fantastical is possible. Instead of surrendering to such 
unreason, however, as some extreme forms of postmodernism are inclined 
to do, Ghazali took refuge in reason and knowledge. In fact, he cautioned 
his opponents by saying that in their polemical zeal they had carelessly aban- 
doned epistemic integrity by imagining horses reading books in a library. For 
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even in a hypothetical argument, Ghazali notes, one cannot abandon reason. 
It was his adversaries, he pointed out, who were openly flirting with nihilism. 

In defending himself, Ghazali denied any charge that could tie him to 
nihilism. He conceded that he shifted the grounds for causation to another 
realm, for he denied philosophical or natural necessity. He posited divine self- 
sufficiency and sovereignty as the ultimate cause, which is to say that he be- 
lieved nothing is impossible for the divine. Because he adopted this theistic 
stance, it compelled him to polemically concede the imaginal possibility that 
anything could happen by divine self-sufficiency. But imagining the possi- 
bility of something and realizing it are two different things. A far-fetched fan- 
tasy is ruled out of bounds by reason and is only possible by the act of divine 
will, which is not bounded by reason. So while he did not abandon reason, 
he did push reason into a conversation with the poetic imagination. 

Ghazali’s reason was grounded in a form of ontological antiessentialism. 
His ontology was premised on the infinite grace and capacity of the divine. 
This ontology kept any theoretical possibility unbounded. But he did concede 
that there is a world of a difference between being open to the possibility of 
something happening and it actually happening. There are possibilities, Gha- 
zali concedes, “that may or may not occur.”* Furthermore, he differed from 
the philosophers in believing that the possibility of something existing cannot 
be equated to the necessity of something existing: the former is premised on a 
will, while the latter bears the markings of an autonomous and involuntary 
natural causation. Because he was a believer, will was nonnegotiable for Gha- 
zali, for his will was utterly dependent on the will of God. 

His alleged skepticism with respect to natural causation, Ghazali conceded, 
was limited. This limitation stemmed from an admission on his part that in 
the macro scale the possibilities of knowledge that God has created for us 
are bounded. Therefore, it is knowledge (epistemology) as a human enter- 
prise that prevents the realization of the fantasies that his fictional interlocu- 
tors suggest are possible within his schema. He reiterated his golden rule that 
something is only actually possible by repeated occurrence, by continuous 
habit. It must occur “one time after another,” he says, which then “fixes un- 
shakably in our minds the belief in [its] occurrence according to past habit.” °° 
Therefore, only when all the libraries of the world turn into overcrowded 
equine stables and this repeatedly and observably occurs can we say that 
knowledge allows for the absurd to be realized as a habitual occurrence. But 
if it happens that a book turns into a horse only once, then all we can say is 
that the occurrence is contrary to knowledge and reason. But, of course, one 
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would be intrigued and would be led to wonder how it happened. Wonder, 
he hints, may titillate our imagination to explore the mysteries in the realm 
of the unfathomable. 

If Ghazali exhibited epistemic skepticism, then, paradoxically, it was a 
skepticism inserted into his thinking by his theistic foundationalism. Unlike 
a nihilist, who denies there is any way of knowing, Ghazali acknowledged 
that there are limits to knowing, that there are different ways of knowing. Im- 
plicitly, his ontology inhered to a transcendental signifier that acts as the glass 
ceiling to knowledge. And even though humans cannot really know what that 
ceiling is in practical terms, the theoretical limits should induce humility and 
surrender to an all-knowing Creator. 

The limits of knowledge itself stem from a self-reflexive reason. Not only 
does reason recognize its own limits, but at the precipice, or dihiz, of its limits 
reason opens up onto an ontological shore. This limitless ontological shore 
imagines all possibilities that are possible, but its articulation is restricted by 
the limitations that inhere in language and reason. Surely, in language and 
reason, a thing and its opposite cannot exist in the same epistemic reality. 
The only realm where the coexistence of a thing and its opposite is possible 
is that of imagination; an ontological fantasy, or just a plain fantasy, is not 
constrained by epistemology. Epistemology is the knowing face of ontology. 
The unknown face of ontology is that realm where a /as/e for things and intu- 
itions flourishes and where subjects have experiences in a unique state where 
essences are annihilated and pure being subsists.” 

Ghazalian epistemology has at its base a premise of the possibility of not 
knowing, the ethical and egotistical readiness to embrace humility and say 
“I do not know.” ** Ghazali cited an insightful report: “Knowledge is three- 
fold: an articulate book, an abiding tradition, and the ability to say ‘I do not 
know. ”** Everything comes with its alterities: knowing and not knowing, 
growth and sclerosis. It is self-awareness of this alterity, this human limit, that 
inspires an ethical humility and curbs vainglory. Ignorance can be turned into 
a virtue if it is properly received. Genuinely confounded at the periphery of 
knowing, the subject evinces ignorance only to be endowed with a new sense 
of profundity called “wonder” (ta ajjub).”* Ghazālī describes being at this outer 
periphery of knowing as accompanied by an ineffable feeling that is contrary 
to all the habits of knowing. 

By engaging in wonderment, the knowing subject, of course, recognizes 
the occurrence of certain phenomena; but, simultaneously, in the act of won- 
derment itself, the subject also confesses that she has no rational grounds to 
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know and believe what is observed. Surely, one can only believe in inexpli- 
cable happenings and events with a leap of faith, not with knowledge. For all 
the studied vagueness of his position, there is a reason why Ghazali made this 
turn to wonder. All his life, he sought the holy grail of certainty, and he found 
it in foundationalist epistemology. So while Ghazali was antiessentialist in 
elements of his ontology, he could not concede to an epistemic antiessen- 
tialism.°” What kept his thinking pellucid was his commitment to epistemic 
coherence. Thus, he did not undermine his epistemic system, but rather al- 
lowed the mind to pass from the discernment of order and rationality to the 
wonderment of the miraculous and inexplicable. 

When Ghazali held forth on the habitual order of occurrences—on the 
absence of natural necessity and causation — then he was speaking from an 
ontological vantage point; it tinged his epistemology with the color of his 
ontology. At the epistemological level, he was an essentialist, albeit one who 
espoused a foundationalist epistemology without succumbing to a totalizing 
order of reason. For he recognized that without an essential knowledge there 
can be neither ethical values nor theological judgment. 

He applied this line of epistemic thinking in his criticism of some of the 
views of the Muslim philosophers. With it, he defended the doctrine of creatio 
ex nibilo, the idea that God knows particulars as well as universals and that 
bodily resurrection is what religion teaches. These were the products of his 
epistemology that clashed with outcomes of philosophical thinking. There- 
fore, the two forms of thinking, theology and philosophy, each produced very 
different and sometimes overlapping cosmological, ethical, and moral view- 
points. 

Ghazali’s epistemology reflected a panoramic view of his self. What is re- 
markable indeed is his ability as a bricoleur to suture and negotiate these mul- 
tiple textures of thought into a seamless epistemology and ontology. With 
extraordinary intellectual dexterity, he grounded his epistemology in a theis- 
tic ontology of grace. From this vantage point, knowledge does not turn on 
an ungrounded cogito but on an unfathomable, unknowable, and nonrepre- 
sentable divine being whose sovereignty extends to both history and science. 

For this reason, Ghazali labored hard to ensure that human endeavor did 
not erase that divine presence, whether in abstract or empirical forms of 
reasoning. At the same time, he retained human agency and refused to ac- 
commodate epistemological determinism or nihilism. While he refused to 
acknowledge natural causation, he did admit that nature has a predilection 
for dispositions, but he argued that these are not ultimate, reserving ultimate 
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causation to a theistic will. In other words, he had an alternative narrative for 
causality, one that was not oblivious to the theistic dimension.” 

His own self-reflexivity also made him realize that knowledge is ultimately 
interpretative, given the central role of one’s being and subjectivity in the 
enterprise of creating knowledge. This opened him to more conciliatory 
forms of knowing, culminating in his hermeneutic of reconciliation while re- 
taining a threshold of consensual meaning as the yardstick for inclusion in 
or exclusion from the confessional community. His conflict with the Muslim 
philosophers did not occur because he rejected reason, as some of his unfair 
critics allege. Rather, his disagreement with the philosophers was over the 
way they configured reason. For the philosophers, reason almost became au- 
tonomous, whereas Ghazali wished to tether reason to subjective imagination, 
furnishing it with the self-reflexivity to question its own limits and explore all 
possibilities in the face of the Other. 

A foundationalist epistemology with metaphysical backing allows the 
imagination to flourish optimally, unencumbered by linear limitations. There 
was indeed in Ghazali’s thinking a transcendental signifier that relativizes 
all others. That transcendence is a form of freedom from the restraints im- 
posed by an instrumentalized rationality. An instrumentalized rationality that 
is oblivious of transcendence and unrestrained by moral authority flirts with 
idolatry. 

Skillfully woven into the gossamer skein of the implications of Ghazali’s 
complex ideas about the habitual order of things was his implicit but radical 
proposition of a nontotalizing order of reality. It is this nontotalizing order 
that makes it possible for multiple notions of time (heterotemporality) and 
multiple forms of reasoning (heterology) to coexist contrapuntally within a 
single, complex narrative without being encumbered by the linear and exclu- 
sionary logic of rationality. Of course, a thing and its opposite cannot coexist 
at the same time on the same epistemic register, as Ghazali pointed out. How- 
ever, things can coexist with a modicum of harmony at different ontological 
levels in relation to the thinking self— some aspects of which are representable 
and others of which are nonrepresentable. But it requires a particular agility 
of the mind and a particular style of self-reflexivity to hold such a complex 
apparatus intact — characteristics that modern secular reasoning regrettably 
regards as antithetical to rationality. 
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Spoke the Voice: “Your tale is indeed full of sorrow; 

Your tears tremble at the brim and are ready to flow. 

Your cry of lament the sky has rung; 

What cunning your impassioned heart has lent your tongue! 

So eloquent did you word your plaint, you made it sound like praise. 
To talk on equal terms with Us, man to celestial heights did rise.” 


— Muhammad Iqbal, Shikwa wa jawab-i-shikwa (Complaint and Answer) 


Dilemmas of Anathema 
and Heresy 


Names of Heresy 


Despite his differences with both the philosophers and some theologians, 
Ghazali had an abiding interest in pursuing a version of epistemological di- 
versity as well as exploring the grounds for intra~Muslim reconciliation and 
tolerance. He gave considerable attention to the process of anathematizing 
(takfir), which puts into question a believer’s affiliation to the community of 
Muslims. Even though there are no institutional modes of punishing heresy in 
Islam, political authorities often decided to enforce the penalties for heresy via 
juridical organs. Given the role of the state in these matters of religion, there 
was often considerable political freight involved in prosecutions of heresy. 
Successful inquisitorial prosecutions required the interests of religious ortho- 
doxy and the institutions of state power to coalesce. Needless to say, heresy- 
mongering masked in a variety of legal forms continues to have a lively exis- 
tence in contemporary Muslim societies and is exercised by the institutions 
of the modern state; at the level of civil society, this discourse is pursued by 
religious institutions and forms of vigilantism. 
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Translating terms related to heresy from Muslim theology into the English 
language creates several problems; chief among them is that translation has 
to negotiate the Christian theological sensibilities encoded in English terms. 
Therefore, a certain amount of interpretation and adaptation becomes nec- 
essaty when translating terms from Muslim languages into European lan- 
guages. One of the terms that features prominently in Muslim heresiology is 
the notion of bid. Literally, the term means “innovation,” but a literal trans- 
lation makes very little sense; in fact, it conveys the false idea that invention 
is a religious offense in Islam. Bid'a means deviation from sanctioned beliefs 
and religious practices, especially those of a moral and ethical nature, in a way 
that undermines established conventions, customs, and tradition. Alternate 
practices that supplement or realize ends similar to or better than tradition 
do not constitute bida unless they cause grievous harm to the body politic. 
Perhaps bid'a is closest to the idea of “heresy,” a word that comes from the 
Greek word meaning “choice” (hairesis). In this sense, revulsion against bid‘a 
is really a mechanism to prevent individuals from exercising moral and doc- 
trinal choices without restraint to the extent that those choices damage the 
approved, normative ethos of tradition — Sunna. 

Literally, the term Afr means “to reject” or “to hide.” Theologically, it 
means to repudiate the truth after knowing it; in other words, it describes the 
conscious act of declaring that one is an unbeliever by verbally rejecting the 
doctrines or, according to some authorities, by the willful omission of obliga- 
tory practices. Unbelief by omission is a controversial doctrine. I will use the 
following terms to correspond with the following Arabic equivalents: “un- 
belief” for kufr; “infidel” for &afir; ^to declare something as anathema" or "to 
anathematize someone” for takfir, and “heresy” for bida. A fourth term em- 
ployed by Ghazali is zandaqa. This word was used to brand heterodox elements 
during the late Umayyad period as well as by the successor ‘Abbasid authori- 
ties, but it is less frequently used in modern times.’ Often, a person suspected 
of harboring Manichean or dualistic beliefs, together with his Islamic asso- 
ciation, would be charged with being a subversive (z/ndiq, pl. zanadiga). The 
accusation referred to a form of doctrinal subversion, or “masked infidelity,” 
as Sherman Jackson has elegantly rendered it. Prominent figures, including 
the talented ‘Abd Allah b. al-Muqaffa (d. ca. 139/756), a foremost member of 
the ‘Abbasid bureaucratic intelligentsia, and the eloquent Bashshar b. al-Burd 
(d. 167-68 /784-85), one of Islamdom’s most outstanding poets, as well as a 
few philosophers and mystics, met their deaths following charges of doctrinal 
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subversion when their religious activities were deemed to be masks for their 
infidelity.’ 


Degrees of Subversion and Heresy 


Ghazali admitted that subversion comes in different forms. Not all evalua- 
tions are clear-cut, and as such they produce uncertain interpretations that 
ate not prone to unequivocal judgments. He cautioned against making hasty 
judgments against fellow Muslims and warned of the enormous “tisk involved 
in anathematizing, whereas there is no risk in maintaining silence.”* Every 
judgment involving anathema depends on an understanding and investiga- 
tion (nazar) of the phenomenon, an investigation which is a product of inde- 
pendent intellectual exertion (Zizbad ).^ 

Ghazali differentiated between two levels of subversion. The first is abso- 
lute subversion (zandaqa mutlaga): embracing Islam with the treacherous in- 
tent to undermine the foundational beliefs of the faith. Examples of absolute 
subversion include claiming that the Creator does not exist and saying and 
believing that there is no afterlife.’ Restricted subversion (zandaga muqayyada), 
on the other hand, involves a serious lapse in the interpretation of a funda- 
mental doctrine of the faith. One might, for instance, acknowledge the exis- 
tence of a Creator but refuse to subscribe to doctrines that insist one can have 
bodily and sensory experiences in the afterlife. Or a person might subscribe 
to doctrines that deny that the Creator has detailed knowledge of human and 
natural events.° Such individuals do, of course, in principle assent to the au- 
thority of the Prophet, but they are viewed as sectarians because they do not 
follow the established doctrines. This view sheds light on what is meant by 
“sectarianism”: breaking with the established, if not hegemonic, discursive 
tradition. While restricted subversion is still a grave charge, it is the product of 
human fallibility and not of malicious motive. Hence, this kind of subversion 
has mitigating features insofar as it is reversible by retracting and correcting 
the subversive opinion or interpretation. 

One can view those charged with restricted subversion as partial outcasts. 
They continue to belong to the confessional community of the Prophet Mu- 
hammad, but they are pushed to its margins. Ironically, they fulfill the proph- 
ecy that predicts that the confessional community (umma) of Muslims will 
divide into more than seventy sects. Ghazālī implicitly suggested that such 
partial heretics ought to be included in the confessional community. In part, 
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this was because he took his own caution seriously and showed restraint in 
anathematizing. As long as one has grounds to doubt and to show hesita- 
tion, he argued, it is preferred that one refrain from anathematizing and keep 
people inside the tent of the confessional community. 

Indeed, the process of pronouncing anathema, according to Ghazali, is not 
only a rational and abstract act; it is also one that carries profound legal and 
material consequences. A person who was anathematized was liable to the 
full punitive effect of the law. His property was legally expropriated, and he 
almost certainly faced the death penalty if he did not retract.’ Theologically, 
such persons were also condemned to eternal damnation in hellfire. “Those 
who rush to anathematize," warns Ghazali, "can be known by their extrava- 
gant predisposition toward ignorance.” ê Even in instances where he thought 
anathema and heresy applied, he was tentative, always trying to mitigate the 
charge by giving the accused the benefit of the doubt. Stating that scholars 
hold different opinions on a matter was always a mitigating defense. 


Diagnosing Anathema and Heresy 


Ghazālī set two criteria for anathematizing someone: unbelief can only be im- 
puted if someone has first violated certain fandamental doctrines of faith or, 
second, if a person holds heretical beliefs that induce public harm. Strictly 
speaking, declares Ghazālī, it is only in matters of foundational beliefs that 
one can impute unbelief. He introduced a unique benchmark: a distorted be- 
lief amounts to unbelief (kufr) only when it is tantamount to “refuting” (rak- 
dhib) the authority and incontrovertible teachings of the Prophet.’ The choice 
of the term zakdhīb is intentional: the antithesis of takdhib is the term fasdiq, 
meaning “to assent by verification,” or by means of the grammar of assent, to 
the teachings of the Messenger. When an act of verification amounts to its in- 
verse, then by any objective standard it is a false acquiescence and constitutes 
a grammar of dissent. It takes extraordinary ingenuity to detour one’s assent 
into its opposite, and it is even more difficult to prove that someone has done 
so while harboring malicious intent. 

The grammar of assent (asdiq) in Islam is threefold. Every believer must 
verify in principle (1) a belief in God, (2) a belief in the Prophet Muham- 
mad, and (3) a belief in the Last Day. Rejecting any one of the three ele- 
ments is grounds for exclusion from the community. The tripartite doctrine 
is extremely limited. The authority for each part is incontrovertibly estab- 
lished to stem from the Prophet. To reject what is indisputable dicta from the 
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Prophet, says Ghazali, is to deserve to be anathematized. Ghazali exempted 
from anathema any flawed or unconventional juridical views and dissenting 
views on doctrine beyond the three essentials of the grammar of assent; lesser 
forms of dissent may be solemn, but they do not warrant anathema, he ar- 
gued." 

Even though Ghazali raised the bar for proving anathema, any verdict of 
anathema was left entirely dependent on interpretation. Therefore, it stands to 
reason that the most important and critical question remained: How does one 
determine that a particular statement constitutes an offense against the essen- 
tial dogma? To test any reality, Oscar Wilde reminds us, we must see it on the 
tightrope." Since prosecuting people for their complex beliefs often involves 
contentious processes of interpretation, any heresy-monger would have to 
find a watertight interpretation in order to determine the offense in question. 
To find a sound interpretation, he would have to accomplish the unenviable 
if not impossible feat of turning dogmas into acrobats and then judging their 
performances. Heresy prosecutions, after all, require painstaking investiga- 
tions and impartial arbiters. Each sect anathematizes its rival by claiming that 
the other sect dissents from the essential grammar of assent, an act tanta- 
mount to refuting the authority of the Prophet.” 

To let us know that he was aware of the legacy of vexatious heresy-monger- 
ing in Muslim history, Ghazali used several examples in his astringent medi- 
tation on anathema and heresy. A Hanbali might denounce an Ash‘ari for re- 
jecting the authority of the Prophet because the Ash'aris deny that God can 
be associated with direction and space: the Ash'aris do not give a literal in- 
terpretation to God's ascension to the throne as the Hanbalis do; rather, the 
Ash‘aris view the language of this Quranic passage to be figurative. Yet, for 
the Hanbalis, the Ash'ari interpretation is in stark contradiction to the plain 
meaning of incontrovertible prophetic reports. The Ash'aris, in turn, accuse 
the Hanbalis of anthropomorphism for their literal reading of canonical state- 
ments and for saying that God ascends his throne the way that humans sit on 
chairs. Ironically, now it is the Ash'aris who charge the Hanbalis with reject- 
ing the plain meaning of the Qur'an's description of God's uniqueness, the 
statement that "Nothing resembles Him." ? 

Similarly, the Ash'aris denounce their nemeses the Mu'tazilis for denying 
that humans will be able to apprehend God on the Day of Judgment. They also 
charge that the Mu'tazilis deny God's attributes of knowledge and power— 
both attributes that they believe exist independent of the divine essence. In 
denying these doxa, the Mu'tazilis denude God of his essential characteristics, 
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the Ash‘aris allege. In their rebuttal, the Mu‘tazilis denounce the Ash‘aris for 
inventing and fabricating divine attributes. In fact, they charge, the Ash‘aris 
espouse beliefs that were unknown to the members of the founding commu- 
nity of Islam. The Ash'aris, in turn, counter by arguing that the unsanctioned 
ideas and practices (bid'a) that they have adopted are necessary in order to 
explain the nature of the godhead in a language that is accessible to human 
beings, stating that they now have to make the beliefs of Islam understand- 
able to cultures outside the founding context of Arabia. 

The Muttazilis, in a counterpolemic, allege that the argument advanced 
by the Ash'aris is implicitly a backhanded and retrospective way of imputing 
heresy to the early community of believers. The Mu'tazilis add that since the 
early community of pious Muslims did not subscribe to any of the theologi- 
cal formulations devised by the Ash‘aris the latter are saying that the early 
Muslims did not have sound beliefs! More outrageous still, they continue, is 
the Ash'ari embrace of the doctrine of the independent attributes of God. To 
claim that God has attributes that are as eternal as is his divine essence, as the 
Ash'ati doctrine states, compromises the pristine monotheism of Islam." 

Such futile sectarian polemics certainly irked Ghazali. The rhetoric in intra- 
Muslim theological disputes became so overheated that the intensity blurred 
the difference between legitimate disagreement in faith and dissent. In the 
absence of a universal benchmark for measuring assent to Islam, what con- 
stitutes masked infidelity remains a problem. Ghazali, for his part, proposed 
a hermeneutical approach to seeking a resolution to this conundrum. Careful 
rules of interpretation, if dispassionately applied, he believed, could substan- 
tially reduce the intra~Muslim discord about doctrinal matters while simulta- 
neously establishing reasonable boundaries for the tolerable diversity of be- 
lief. His definition of the grammar of assent included elaborate criteria for 
determining whether an interpretation affirms and verifies the teachings of 
the Prophet or whether it does the opposite. 

The grammar of assent is thus essentially an epistemic construct; it is a 
claim based on knowledge that is naturalized as true and self-evident. For the 
very act of verification implies that the believer acquiesces to a body of knowl- 
edge—data that cannot be verified in history. Often, belief involves claims 
about the unseen world and the afterlife that are beyond an empirical grasp. 
And when one submits to such knowledge claims, one is also verifying the 
existence of an original informant, namely, the person of the Prophet Mu- 
hammad, who is the source of these doctrines. 
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It is striking how Muslim creedal doctrine —and Ghazali's formulation 
thereof —is utterly reliant on discursivity. But it is equally true that the shift to 
knowledge, a phenomenon that remains understudied, only took place when 
prophecy ended with the death of the Prophet Muhammad. After his death, 
there was a noticeable change in the structure as well as the form of the Mus- 
lim grammar of assent. During the lifetime of the Prophet, believers were 
in personal contact with him; attesting to his person also meant affirming 
his human and prophetic identity at once. Muhammad was the source of his 
followers’ beliefs and teachings. When the possibility of this personal affir- 
mation ceased with his death, from then onward the Prophet was mediated to 
his followers. They began to access him through multiple media: via the tra- 
dition of the community (consensual practices), the charismatic authority of 
the learned, or, most importantly for theologians, via apodictic knowledge. 
And in modern times, the Prophet, the community, and every conceivable 
artifact of historical Islam are affirmed via the Qur'àn by some in ways that 
differ markedly from the earliest affirmations of the Prophet's authority. But 
this is a topic that cannot be treated in detail here. 

In short, from personal verification of prophetic authority, a switch oc- 
curred so that verification became discursively mediated. Knowledge is a sub- 
stitute for the charismatic authority of the Prophet in the post-prophetic com- 
munity. Knowledge is therefore coequal to prophecy; to put it differently, 
knowledge simulates prophetic authority since it is the only trace left of the 
Prophet. Muslim modernists and revivalists understand this knowledge to 
be virtually limited to the Qur’an. Mediated knowledge, however conceived, 
has become the basis of the normative practices of the community. It should 
by now be clear why the fulcrum of Islam resides in knowledge and discur- 
siveness. The relationship between learning and prophecy is described in a 
famous prophetic report: “The learned are heirs to the prophets.” 

Ghazali’s insightful formulation of a hermeneutic that mediates between 
knowledge and belief, faith and unbelief, and truth and falsehood in a doc- 
trinal context was unprecedented. If one follows his schema, then there are at 
least five ways whereby one can assent to the Prophet Muhammad's existence 
or presence (wujäd ) and thereby verify prophetic knowledge. In any doctrinal 
matter of substance, an interpreter would be immune from charges of heresy 
and unbelief if that individual’s interpretation conformed to one of the five 
levels of interpretation that Ghazālī configured. The categories of affirmation 
of the Prophet’s presence or existence are (1) essential existence, (2) sensory 
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existence, (3) conceptual existence, (4) cognitive existence, and (5) analogical 
existence. This hermeneutic of reconciliation is at its core an epistemological 
paradigm with emancipatory designs to induce tolerance and foment a plu- 
tality of beliefs within the Muslim faith tradition. 


Hermeneutic of Reconciliation 


ESSENTIAL EXISTENCE 


Essential existence is the most basic and self-evident form of affirmation. The 
sky, earth, animals, and vegetation are self-evident and do not require inter- 
pretation. Similarly, reports from the Prophet that tell us of a cosmological 
order involving a divine throne, a cosmic chair, and the seven heavens all have 
an ontic existence; affirming these as they are narrated is an essentialist way 
of assenting to prophetic authority. Believers affirm these cosmological sym- 
bols in terms of their plain meanings. Since these symbols exist independently 
and are part of an absolute reality, they are not interpreted, irrespective of 
whether our sensory and imaginary apparatus apprehend them, says Ghazālī. 


SENSORY EXISTENCE 


Sensory existence occurs when the senses conspire to grasp reality, as in every- 
day experience. Of the two examples Ghazali provided, one illustration will 
suffice. The Prophet said, “On the Day of Judgment, death shall be presented 
in the form of an elegant ram that will be slaughtered [at a place] between 
heaven and hell.” This statement means that from the moment the ram is 
slaughtered the reality of death will be annihilated. An interpreter, says Gha- 
zali, might view death either as an accident (an attribute or an idea) or a non- 
accident (a substance). Theoretically, it is impossible for an accident to be 
transformed into a body. Those who will witness the ramlike embodiment of 
death on the day of resurrection, Ghazali points out, will be convinced that 
they have beheld death in its "true" form. Why is it possible to affirm such 
statements in a sensory manner? Well, if we remember that there will be only 
a singular reality in the afterlife, it becomes clear that the ram will be the form 
and reality of death in the afterlife. Affirming an incredulous statement, such 
as this prophetic report about death looking like a ram, by means of back- 
ground knowledge of the kind that Ghazālī provides constitutes the second 
legitimate form of assent. 
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CONCEPTUAL EXISTENCE 


When something only has an imaginary existence, then it stands to reason that 
it can only be affirmed conceptually. So the Prophet Muhammad once said: “It 
is as if I am seeing Jonah, the son of Amittai [Yūnus bin Matta], wearing two 
woolen wraps with short fibers, announcing his readiness to serve [God] [_yw- 
labbī|. To which the mountains reply and God the Sublime says to him: “Here 
I am [/abbayk|, O Jonah” It is evident that this prophetic report involves 
a simile (/amthil), because Jonah preceded the Prophet Muhammad in time. 
Therefore, the report is not a statement enunciated in chronological time. 

Another way to get at this statement, says Ghazali, is to view it as a dream 
sequence wherein one apprehends images. The phrase in the report employs 
the simulating mode "as if" in order to indicate beyond doubt that the goal 
of the statement is to “instruct” (tafhim) the audience of listeners; it is not 
designed to describe a reality. Imaginary representations use metaphor and 
simile as synecdoche (a connection) for ocular observations. They have a last- 
ing and powerful effect on the listener or reader, so much so that even if one 
uses evidentiary proof to disprove them it is hard to dislodge the impressions 
they leave, according to Ghazili. Interpreting prophetic reports as imaginary 
representations is another legitimate form of assent to dogma; it does not 
constitute refuting the authority of the Prophet if his words are interpreted 
in this manner. 


COGNITIVE EXISTENCE 


Cognitive existence is the abstract apprehension of reality without associat- 
ing prophetic words with either an image or the senses. The word “hand,” for 
instance, can signify power, or the word “pen” can signify knowledge. In a 
report, the Prophet said, “God the Sublime fermented the clay of Adam with 
His hand for forty mornings.” Those who deny that God could have a physi- 
cal and sensory organ such as a hand rightly understand that this means that 
God has “an immaterial and abstract hand” (_yadan rithaniya ‘aqgliya), says Gha- 
zali. The expression portrays a meaning of “hand” without necessarily signi- 
fying its image. 

Another report states, “God first created the intellect [ 24/ ], saying to it: 
“With you I give, and with you I prevent.’” The meaning of “intellect” here 
cannot be the contingent meaning of the word we are accustomed to, as some 
theologians have understood it; a contingent cannot be among the first cre- 
ated things. ‘Ag/, or intellect, in this context signifies the essence of an angel 
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that can perceive things with its substance and essence without any need for 
instruction. Sometimes the term “pen” (qalam) is employed to convey a simi- 
lar meaning, as in the prophetic report, “God, the Sublime, first created the 
pen.” “Pen” here means the angelic intellect as well as the means whereby 
knowledge is conveyed to the hearts of prophets, to saints, and to angels by 
means of revelation and intuition. A single referent like “angel” can also have 
several signifiers depending on its relational construction. So an angel can be 
called 44/ with reference to its essence or it can be called malak, an angel as we 
normally imagine it. An angel can also be signified by the word galam when 
the referent is knowledge of a revelatory and inspirational kind. Therefore, 
the angel Gabriel is called “the spirit” (rah) with reference to his essence; he 
is designated “the trustworthy” (amin) as the keeper of secrets; and he is re- 
ferred to as both “the strong” (dba mirra) in terms of his power and “mighty in 
power” (shadid al-quwa) with reference to the perfection of his might. Gabriel 
is also called “influential” (makin) with respect to his proximity and status to 
God and “the obeyed one” (ua‘) with reference to his direction of the other 
angels. Thus, “pen” and “hand” can have abstract meanings without signi- 
fying their sensory and imaginary meanings, and it is perfectly legitimate in 
terms of doctrine to understand them in this way. 


ANALOGICAL EXISTENCE 


Something has an analogical existence in Ghazali's schema when it does not fit 
any of the four categories discussed above: essential, sensory, conceptual, or 
cognitive. If knowledge from the Prophet does not fit in any of the four reg- 
isters, then it is legitimate to affirm it by interpreting it as analogous to or re- 
sembling something else. When two things resemble each other due to a com- 
mon quality or attribute that they share, we have a case of analogical existence. 
For example, in many reports, God is described as having desire, happiness, 
patience, and anger, all qualities found in humans. Anger, says Ghazali, is a 
physiological description; the subject experiences an increase in blood pres- 
sure in order to give vent to feelings. Since such physical symptoms cannot be 
ascribed to God in an essential (or ontological), sensory, conceptual, or cog- 
nitive sense, then one needs to find an approximate attribute that resembles 
anger by analogy. So we say that anger is an analogy for taking revenge. God's 
anger can only be ascribed analogically, meaning that God is exercising his 
wrath, or taking revenge. Ghazali’s examples under the category of analogi- 
cal affirmation open the door wide for figurative interpretation in its multiple 
forms, which is possibly what he intended to do with this generic rubric. 
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One assents to the teachings of the Prophet if one’s interpretations fall into 
one of these five hermeneutical registers. All sects, according to Ghazali, need 
to use a form of interpretation (awi). Interpretation begins with affirmation 
at the existential register. If that proves not to apply, then one of the other 
registers is applied. As long as any statement from the Prophet affirms any 
one of the five registers of interpretation, a person cannot be charged with 
heresy. Even Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, one of the staunchest opponents of figura- 
tive interpretation, had to concede, says Ghazali, that at least three reports re- 
quire a nonliteral explanation. So Ghazali declares confidently, “Anyone who 
has a viewpoint that corresponds to the viewpoint of the owner of revelation 
[the Prophet] in one of these registers, know that he is among those who have 
verified and assented in faith.” 

Interpretative disagreement among scholars is legitimate. Scholars will dis- 
agree among each other, especially if they do not have consensus on a method 
and a criterion (mizan) for the resolution of intellectual conflicts. In Ghazali’s 
view, such disagreement can be overcome by deferring to logic; he elucidated 
this view in his books Touchstone of Speculation (Mihakk al-nazar) and The Weigh- 
scale of Balance (Al-qistas al-mustagim). But even if logic were made a yardstick, 
he admits, scholars would still disagree, since each has a different standard 
for determining what are acceptable criteria and each subscribes to varying 
fundamental premises. Evidence, says Ghazali, sometimes requires empirical 
knowledge (éajribiya) to establish it. On other occasions, reports of consecutive 
testimony (/awatur) suffice as proof. Yet in regard to both empirical and narra- 
tive forms of evidence, people disagree as to what constitutes sound criteria. 

However, in the principal doctrinal matters (usul a/|-aqa 2d), Ghazali re- 
quired adherence to the apparent meaning of reports. He only permitted 
reaching fora figurative interpretation when there was a compelling argument 
that justified abandoning the plain meaning of a doctrine. If someone denies 
bodily resurrection or physical punishment in the hereafter without a compel- 
ling argument for doing so, Ghazali argues, it is justified to anathematize (tak- 
Jir) and excommunicate such a person for holding erroneous beliefs. He rea- 
soned that such deviant beliefs caused harm to the very institution of religion. 
“It becomes necessary,” he says, “to anathematize all those associated with 
this thought; and this applies to the viewpoint of most of the philosophers.” 

One notices that Ghazali’s animosity toward the Muslim philosophers only 
increased when they provided justification for their viewpoints. The philoso- 
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phers, from their perspective, argued that to believe in bodily resurrection is 
appropriate for laypersons. Subalterns are not inclined to apprehend the idea 
of an afterlife in an abstract and cognitive sense. But the intelligentsia, the 
philosophers pointed out, cannot interpret descriptions of the hereafter in 
corporeal terms. Hence, the philosophers did not subscribe to corporeal res- 
urrection. 

These are the arguments that Ghazali deemed harmful and deserving of 
being anathematized. How do these views constitute an attack on religion, as 
Ghazali claimed they do? Creating two standards of interpretation — one in- 
tended for the elite and another for the plebeians — strikes at the credibility 
of the Prophet, implying that he advocated doublespeak. And such a blow at 
credibility might have a domino effect, impugning the entire structure of the 
faith. For if fundamental doctrines of the faith are subject to such variant in- 
terpretations, then they will create an infinite variety of ways of assenting to 
prophetic authority and will make affiliation to the community superfluous. 
The philosophers did not indulge in unsanctioned choices (bid'a), but their 
extreme choices negated the very grammar of assent, which had truth telling 
and verification (/asdiq) at its core. 

The reason why Ghazali viewed such interpretations to be outrageous is 
that they implied that religious discourse is subject to “expediency” (maslaha) 
and “deception” (¢a/bis). He explained why he deemed the philosophers’ posi- 
tion to be so grotesque—to be, in fact, a hanging offense. Their position, says 
Ghazali, 


is tantamount to the categorical refutation |/akdhib] of the Messenger, on 
whom be peace. This falls outside the scope of the levels of interpretation 
that we mentioned earlier. Evidence from the Qur’an and prophetic re- 
ports providing clarification about bodily resurrection, the knowledge of 
God, the Sublime, [and] about whatever happens to people is not subject 
to interpretation [4277 ]. In fact, they [the philosophers] concede that their 
view is not an interpretation. Instead, they contend: "Since it is in the best 
interests of common people to believe in bodily resurrection, for their in- 
tellects cannot grasp an abstract afterlife; and, further, since it is to their 
benefit to believe that God the Sublime knows all that happens to them and 
is constantly guarding over them in order to generate a desire and awe in 
their hearts, it was permissible for the Messenger, on whom be peace, to 
make it comprehensible to them through literal language. One does not be- 
come a liar if one's intent is to reform someone. So he [the Prophet] states 
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it in such a manner that is in a style that reforms them, even though the 
reality is not as he states it.” 


Ghazali’s response should by now be predictable. Such an argument, he 
thunders, “is categorically invalid.” For it is tantamount to refuting the teach- 
ings of the Prophet, and in his view that was “the ultimate form of subversion 
[zandaga].” On the scale of offensiveness, the views of the philosophers, he felt, 
fell between the Mu'tazilis and outright heresy [&zfr]. Furiously protesting the 
discourtesy of the philosophers, Ghazali notes that for all their ills even the 
Mu tazilīs are better, since they never tolerate attributing lies to the Prophet. 

Ghazali astutely observes that core doctrines, as speech acts of a tradition, 
are rendered incoherent and transformed into something else if they are in- 
strumentalized or subjected to rational intentions. What the Muslim philoso- 
phers did, one can say, was engage in an early iteration of a form of proto- 
secularization of religious doctrine. Perhaps they thought that the pursuit 
of ideas had a built-in “heretical imperative,” to use a phase made famous 
by Peter Berger. Ghazali reclaimed the epistemic sanctification of doctrines 
linked to the authority of the Prophet; this was his obsessive concern. His in- 
tellectual brilliance made him realize that if the position of the philosophers 
were to succeed it would strike at the heart of Islam’s epistemic sanctuary. 
After all, prophetic truth in Islam is tenuously tethered to the epistemic um- 
bilical cord that leads to Muhammad. 

He also adopted a very tough stance against some süfis, even though it 
would be fair to point out that his rhetoric in this regard was moderated. Some 
süfis claimed, Ghazali explains, that their spiritual elevation exempted them 
from some of the obligations in Islam and that they could thus abandon daily 
ritual prayers, drink wine, commit sins, and illegally consume public funds. 
“There is no doubt,” declares Ghazali, “of the obligation to execute such a 
person, even though there may be some reservation about him being eter- 
nally condemned to remain in hell.” By their public advocacy of antinomian 
and permissive practices, these stifis disseminated harmful ideas in the public 
space; they transgressed proper social norms, and hence their actions required 
their excommunication. 

Despite his rhetorical fury, Ghazali was careful to draw subtle distinctions 
between various kinds of antinomian süfis. Someone who merely advocated 
permissiveness without providing justification for such advocacy was less of- 
fensive to the public good than someone who also provided arguments and 
propaganda in support of it. Ghazali's reasoning followed the rule of sup- 
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pressing the causes of maximum harm. The unbelief of a passive advocate 
was self-evident, and the chances of such a person causing societal damage 
by attracting a following were small. By comparison, an active and articulate 
defender of antinomianism who justified his beliefs as a bona fide religious 
discourse was assessed to be a greater threat. Such a person, in Ghazālī's view, 
posed a grave public danger and deserved excommunication because, in his 
words, “he destroy[ed] religion by means of religion | yuhaddim al-shar‘ bi al- 
sbar* |^ 

If Ghazali tirelessly and repeatedly warned that finding in favor of unbelief 
is always a task fraught with danger, it is equally true that when he did actu- 
ally decide to prosecute he was absolutely unyielding. He took an extremely 
tough stance against the antinomian sifis. Thus, he was unambiguous in his 
view that certain sūfīs and othet subvetsives (zanādiga), such as the leader- 
ship of the Isma‘ilis, deserved the death penalty. “Executing such [persons] 
is preferable to killing a hundred infidels [Awfar],” Ghazali proclaimed with 
Olympian fervor, “since these [subversives] cause greater harm to religion.” 
One is, of course, baffled by the harsh stance he took against high-ranking 
Isma'ili leaders and toward the philosophers. In the case of the Isma‘ilis, espe- 
cially their leaders, he argued, their masked infidelity could not be accepted 
even if they recanted. The essence of Isma‘ili doctrine, he believed, was per- 
petual dissimulation and deceit. Hence, no subsequent statement could be ac- 
cepted once a person had graduated into the high-ranking leadership of this 
sect. 

Did Ghazali lose his balance in judgment on some of these issues? Did he 
slip into subjectivism and become actuated more by the imperatives of the 
political than by the ethical and the humane elements in his theology? Gha- 
zali himself would not have denied that an element of subjectivity is evident 
in all acts of reasoning; especially when it came to moral decision making, 
he was acutely awate of this dilemma. Up to a point, he nevertheless pursued 
a coherent, rational line of reasoning. Part of the problem was that on occa- 
sion Ghazali did not clarify his presumptions as he moved from one context 
to another. His reader has to supplement his texts with informed intuition. 
Given his own caution about wrongfully anathematizing people and his pref- 
erence for erring in favor of not anathematizing, his lack of equivocation in 
the case of the Isma‘ilis and, in part, of the philosophers is surprising, as it 
went against his own caution. The matter is especially grave, since excommu- 
nication brought the irreversible death penalty. 

My view is that Ghazali shifted positions: a careful theoretician who wished 
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to create tolerance and interpretative diversity within Islam, he was at the 
same time haunted by his political concerns. Just when he took the turn in 
theorizing diversity, he saw the apostates, his political foes, from the corner 
of his eye, triggering his impulse to think like a jurist. When he thought like a 
jurist and a political animal, social harm and the impact of subversive beliefs 
on the broader society were foremost on his mind. Thus, he deferred to pro- 
tecting the social good of the aggrieved community. But it is obvious that in 
protecting the community he excessively valorized the notion of good as an 
absolute, placing it beyond all the refinements of theological discourse. And 
when he did make the abrupt turnabout, it was a transition from theological 
vigilance to temporal expediency made due to concern for the social good. 
He readily conceded that people might disagree with him about some of his 
extreme views, since he admitted that the matter of anathematizing involved 
a great deal of discretion (Zibad ). 

It was the courageous and brilliant Indian thinker of the early twentieth 
century, Shibli Nu‘mani, who most recently challenged Ghazali about his un- 
even application of the hermeneutic of reconciliation. Ghazali left a conun- 
drum unresolved in his hermeneutic, Nu‘mani states, because of a problem 
of definition and an inconsistent application of his own principles. In mat- 
ters of fundamental doctrine, Ghazali insisted that one could not abandon 
the apparent meaning of a text unless compelled by an apodictic or categori- 
cal proof (burbān gātī).'* Nu'mānī points out that, according to Ghazali’s own 
standard, if a commonsense reading produces a meaning that is rationally 
impossible (zzuha// agi), then one ought to abandon the commonsense inter- 
pretation in favor of another register of interpretation." But since there is no 
consensus as to what constitutes a rational impossibility, there has been per- 
sistent inconsistency in the proper application of this rule—an inconsistency, 
he alleges, that Ghazali also failed to avoid. 

For instance, Nu'màni points out, Ghazali considered it a rational impos- 
sibility that God could be spatially determined. Thus, Nu‘mani questions why 
Ghazali tolerated a Hanbali viewpoint that attributed a spatial substrate to 
God. Similarly, he continues, Ash‘ari theologians deemed the proposition of 
death turning into an embodied ram to be an impossibility. However, many 
hadith scholars have argued that such an event is eminently possible. If we 
keep Ghazālīs treatment of these groups in mind, says Nu'mānī, then we 
must note that Ghazālī did not anathematize the Hanbalīs on the basis of fun- 
damental doctrine either. In fact, Ghazali gave sympathetic consideration to 
the Hanbali epistemology. Then, according to Hanbali discursive standards, 
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Ghazali judged their claims about anthropomorphic views to be permissible 
and did not deem their beliefs objectionable. 

“Clearly, this is a sign of Imam [Ghazali’s] generosity,” notes Nu‘mani, 
who then mischievously asks: “Why did he not extend this generosity to the 
Muslim philosophers?” '* Like the Hanbalis, the Muslim philosophers es- 
poused a principle: that it is rationally impossible to replicate that which is 
nonexistent. It was on this basis that the philosophers refused to subscribe 
to bodily resurrection. They believed that what had become disinterred and 
ceased to exist could not be replicated. Therefore, they rejected the claim that 
earthly bodies will be resurrected. It is because they abnegated bodily resur- 
rection, we will recall, that Ghazali charged that the views of the philosophers 
deserved to be anathematized. 

Nu'mani believed we should ask why Ghazali would attribute unbelief to 
this view of the philosophers, especially if such a paradigm was consistent with 
their standards of knowledge. For we know that in the case of the Hanbalis 
Ghazali took into consideration their own subjective standards of what they 
did not deem to be an impossibility; in so doing, Ghazali actually endorsed 
anthropomorphism, Nu‘mani alleges. However, when it came to the philoso- 
phers, Nu'mānī points out, Ghazali applied the full objective standard and 
did not give them the benefit of the doubt. 

There are similar lapses in argument unrelated to fundamental doctrines 
that nevertheless have a significant impact on the way he set up his paradigm. 
Ghazali offered a controversial interpretation of a prophetic report that states, 
"Angels do not enter a house in which there is a dog." The charge that Gha- 
zali's critics have directed at him is that he abandoned the plain meaning of 
this report and resorted to a figurative interpretation without a valid and com- 
pelling justification for such a detour — that he ignored his own rule of inter- 
pretation.” The key word in the report, “house,” Ghazali explained, signifies 
the human “heart” and not a brick-and-mortar building that a plain reading 
suggests. The word “dog,” in his view, signifies carnality and not the four- 
legged canine we know. So Ghazali argued that angels do not enter a heart 
that is home to corrosive moral traits such as anger, carnal desire, envy, arro- 
gance, and vainglory. The negative human qualities are personified as bark- 
ing dogs. After executing a brilliant exegetical pirouette, Ghazālī rhetorically 
asked: How could angels ever enter a heart that is filled with such animalistic 
characteristics?” 

If he got applause for his figurative interpretation of this text from the 
mystics and literary connoisseurs, he also scandalized a section of the schol- 
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atly community. For most scholars, the report Ghazali interpreted means that 
canines are prohibited from living inside the home of a faithful Muslim. In 
the face of rough criticism, his ripostes were equally profound, marshalling 
a tange of materials to support his claim.” He admitted to interiorizing the 
meaning of the report but rebuffed suggestions that he had negated the lit- 
eral meaning: “I do not say that the word ‘house’ means heart and ‘dog’ means 
anger and other despicable traits,” he explains, “But I do say it alerts you to 
it.” He continues, “There is a big difference between declaring the literal as 
the figurative difference and being alerted to the figurative by the mention of 
the literal and to also endorse the literal."?? This kind of interpretation is ap- 
proved by the virtuous scholars, he states in his own defense. 

He had observed that it is perfectly acceptable to the canons of the Arabic 
language to interpret statements blooming with anthropomorphic imagery 
as having metaphorical meanings.^* Now while this helped Ghazali in the in- 
terpretation of the dog story, it worked against him in his disavowal of the 
philosophers' figurative interpretations. His claim that doctrines related to es- 
chatology — such as the meaning of paradise and hell, body and spirit — have 
acquired such translucent clarity and endorsement within the Muslim tradi- 
tion that they are beyond any metaphorical interpretation is unconvincing 
and inconsistent with his own interpretative paradigm. It is, further, diff- 
cult to see how Ghazali could have even partially redeemed himself on strictly 
theoretical grounds from the charges that Nu'màni made about his leniency 
toward the Hanbalis and his severity toward the philosophers. His defense 
would have had to involve an element of the politics of interpretation and 
human frailty. 

By reinvigorating the standards of theological interpretation, Ghazali of- 
fered his contemporaries — and us—an important starting point for pursuing 
the noble end of doctrinal pluralism in Islam. The age-old conflicts over inter- 
pretation in law and theology have left a checkered and unflattering legacy of 
heresy-mongering and anathematizing in their wake. Ghazali's intervention 
was an important one. At the same time, his political context and commit- 
ments handicapped him from pursuing a fully fledged ecumenism in Islam, 
since his paradigm did not shift any of the major sectarian divisions. At most, 
it modestly moderated the intra-Sunni polemics. 

The narrow theoretical frame for ecumenism that he adopted allowed him 
to add his very influential voice to some of the less sanguine aspects of Mus- 
lim political theology. He mustered a severe political theology against the 
Isma‘ilis and the Muslim philosophers while not even offering a fig leaf to 
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the Mu'tazilis. One has to wonder, though, why after all his invectives against 
the philosophers he retained a category of “restricted subversion.” It is as if he 
had second thoughts and thereby offered a backdoor redemption to whoever 
needed it. His conflicted wish to protect the ‘Abbasid state and, perhaps more 
important, his impassioned desire to shelter the community from harm got 
the better of him in political theology. Despite his extraordinary brilliance, 
in his writings on political theology his polemical talents overshadowed the 
vatic largeness so evident in the bulk of his oeuvre. In this respect, Ghazali 
left the theological landscape rather untouched in its substance; cynics might 
say he left it worse for the wear. 

If there is one area of his copious writings and reflections where Ghazali’s 
thinking was not shaped by the liminal space of the d///z, then it is his theo- 
logical and political writings. It is as if he could not shake off the absolutism 
of his time. It is indeed a pity that Ghazali’s best intentions in theology did 
not lead to the flowering of intellectual diversity. While his five-level inter- 
pretive framework aimed at lessening heresy-mongering and social upheaval, 
it is not exactly a theological Rosetta stone, and it had a negligible impact on 
Sunni Islam. However, it is a potential starting point for fostering a more ex- 
tensive hermeneutic of reconciliation if it can be supplemented with a critical 
engagement of the tradition. 


Whatever else it might be, the divine is certainly the thing that im- 
poses with maximum intensity the sensation of being alive. This 

is the immediate: but pure intensity, as a continuous experience, 

is “impossible,” overwhelming. To preserve its sovereignty, the 
immediate must come across to us through the law. If life itself is 
the supreme unlivable, the law, which allows both mortals and im- 
mortals to “distinguish between different worlds” is what transmits 
life's nature to us. . . . Chaos generates the law, but only the law will 
allow us to gain access to chaos. The unapproachable immediate is 
chaos — and “chaos is the sacred itself.” 


—Roberto Calasso, Literature and the Gods 


Hermeneutics of the 


Self and Subjectivity 


Resuscitating Ethics 


Even a cursory glance at Ghazali’s Resuscitation reveals one crucial project — 
perhaps his most fascinating project —at the heart of his work, namely, ethics. 
This text, more than his other texts, vibrates with cognitions that are ulti- 
mately not submissive to their author. Combining the traditional genre of 
ethics (W/m al-akhlaq) and the science of positive law (%/m al-fiqh), he explained 
them by playing them out in recognizable forms. Yet Ghazali not only revital- 
ized Muslim religious thought by establishing adab (pl. adab) at the heart of 
law ( figh), he also felt compelled to reincubate ethics in the cauldron of tra- 
dition. 

Adab is a word that does not translate as easily into its approximations of 
“civility” and “etiquette” as is often thought to be the case. Adab is something 
mote: it is that pedagogy that results in the cultivation of a virtue and moti- 
vates all human practices. It is both the education itself and the practical for- 
mation of norms for right and exemplary conduct; and, more, it is the inter- 
nalization of norms in order to ingrain into the psyche a certain virtue ( fadīla). 
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When virtue becomes an indelible part of what Muslim philosophers and 
ethicists call one’s inner disposition, or habitus (alaka) of the soul /self, only 
then can one claim to have acquired ada, or ethical norms.' Not only is adab 
that learning acquired for the sake of right living, but it is a knowledge that 
goes beyond knowing. Muslim ethicists describe adab firstly as a disposition 
toward knowledge. It is, then, primarily the attitude and disposition that en- 
ables one to experience the effects of knowledge and be transformed by its 
animation in the self. Ghazali described the goal of adab as the disciplining 
of the spirit (7/5) so that the spirit may direct the body to perform deeds of 
metit almost instinctively. 

As I have pointed out in previous chapters, Ghazali's main quest was ulti- 
mately about identifying the right ethical conduct in order to attain salvation. 
In his view, this desire for ethical rectitude was the central challenge of his 
time, and in order to meet it self-knowledge was indispensable, even ines- 
capable. Of course, it was particularly his turn to mysticism (/asawwuf ) that 
leavened his insights and prodded him to earnestly reflect on the reformula- 
tion of law and ethics. 

He began by recuperating those seminal surface and deep meanings of 
law that were prevalent during the period of the Muhammadan proclamation 
(risala) and of Islam’s kerygmatic orientation. If the early legal writings of 
Ghazali were the pedestrian output of a graphomaniacal young scholar, then 
the Resuscitation was an outpouring of contemplative heart-writing, a sensitive 
rereading of the juridical tradition that did not abandon the idea of law. Some 
excellent work has documented the substance of Ghazali's ethical virtues and 
their relationship to the soul.” What is of interest to me is to explore how Gha- 
zali related metaphysics to subjectivity and then to follow his exposition of 
ethics as a discursive tradition. I specifically wish to track the interaction be- 
tween law and the caring of the self in the practices of both individuals and 
the community. 


The Treason of the Scholars 


The Ghazali we encounter on the pages of Resuscitation, it is fair to say, is a 
radically different person compared to the one we come actoss in his other 
writings. The work opens with moral and prophetic indignation conveyed 
through unflattering observations about the practice of law ( figh) and sting- 
ing rebukes of the jurists ( fugaha’) and their profession. One cannot dismiss 
Ghazili’s criticism of the jurist-theologians (‘“/amda’) as mere senescent preju- 
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dice. His critiques not only reveal a major shift in his understanding of the law 
but serve as a preamble to his discussion of how he thought about the func- 
tion of law in relation to individuals and society. With this turn, he abandoned 
his own previous indulgence in legal hair splitting and interschool polem- 
ics. Implicitly, Ghazali alerts us in the Resuscitation to the prevailing political 
practices of his time. To ignore his jeremiads is to overlook elements of social 
history that may help us understand his era. 

Ghazali was uncharacteristically blunt in his criticisms in the Resuscitation. 
The jurist-theologians of his day, he argued, had not only failed to fathom 
the essence of the teachings of religion, they had also turned their backs on 
their responsibility as heirs of the prophetic tradition. Ghazali used the jurist- 
theologians as an index of the level of degradation his society had reached: the 
very people who were charged with keeping alive the conscience of society had 
reached a nadir of praxis because they treated religion as an expedient. More 
disconcerting to him was that the all-important ethical aspect of religion, 
which culminates in law ( figh), was being instrumentalized for questionable 
purposes. He did not hide his sulfurous contempt for the jurist-theologians as 
a group. Ina fierce polemic against them, he declared that Satan had misled 
most of them and that many had been seduced by tyranny: “The ‘“ama’ make 
people believe that knowledge is nothing but three things: [they obey] ordi- 
nances issued by a judicial authority ( fatwa hukiima),’ on which judges rely to 
resolve disputes, especially when mobs are incited;* [they] dupe people into 
believing that polemics is the only worthwhile knowledge, used for boastful 
flouting in order to brusquely silence others; [and they] beguile laypersons 
with rhetorical flourishes that pretend to be knowledge. Besides these three 
things, they see nothing of value. This is surely a hedonistic snare and a trap 
for sin."? 

But not all scholars were like those just described, Ghazali explained. Many 
could be classed into a sliding scale of three groups.* To the highest rank be- 
longed those who received the honorific of “proof” or “testimony” (hujja). 
Such scholars were not only knowledgeable but were also living testimony 
of a pious and ascetic life spent in reverence for the divine. In the second 
rung were those called “protector” (hijaj or hajaj), who eloquently defended 
the discursive tradition. In the third rung were the “defeated” or “overcome 
by argument” (mahjaj).’ It was only these scholars who demonstrated no rev- 
erence for God. To the contrary, scholars in this rung were only interested in 
hubris and material gain. The greatest accomplishment of a scholar of this 
ilk, Ghazali wrote with colorful contempt, was to be “puffed up by his visits 
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to his prince and meetings with his sw/tan and by the deferential graces the 
judge, the prime minister, and the chamberlain all show him.” Decent schol- 
ars, he lamented, were no longer to be found, because the “corruption in the 
judiciary and the absence of people of piety and rectitude” had precipitated 
a great malaise.* Ghazali not only gave us a glimpse of how he felt about his 
peers but also of how he felt about those who governed his world—about 
officialdom and the bureaucracy. 

It is the duty of scholars and intellectuals, Ghazali remarked, to be the 
conscience of society and to become the standard-bearers of truth and jus- 
tice. Instead, the jurist-theologians of his day peddled pointless polemics and 
harmful propaganda, forfeiting their duty as the producers of knowledge. 
Perversity had the better part of them, he charged; they freely sold their souls 
to the devil, allowing immoral practices to be viewed as virtue and vice versa.” 
Such a blanket condemnation of moral perversity coupled with charges of in- 
tellectual treason is an extraordinarily strong charge to have come from the 
pen of Ghazali. Often, he was forthright, but he was also usually careful and 
balanced. Perhaps these statements reflect the high moral ideals that he set 
for himself. As an alternative to all the corruption to which he was a witness, 
he proposed a narrative of religious practices that would result in ethical out- 
comes. 

Unless those who follow religion are endowed with certain predispositions, 
Ghazali argued, the teachings of the Arabian Prophet would just not inspire 
people to piety and moral rectitude. Happiness (sa‘ada) as an end would be 
elusive if the teachings and practices did not transform the psyche, or spirit 
(nafs), of adherents. Ghazali thus embarked on an elaborate project of describ- 
ing how one can attain a virtuous self that will be compatible with the teach- 
ings of religion. Some of this program is spelled out in capsule form in the 
Balance of Deeds (Mizan al-amal), but it is pursued in intricate detail through- 
out Resuscitation. 

Ghazali structured a dialogic between virtue ( fadīla) and law ( figh) that 
created an ethics. But what really binds the law to the self, he suggested, is 
the cement of adab. For Ghazali, ethics was not only based on an intelligible 
relationship between virtue and law but was also the embodiment of virtues 
through practices. Of course, he recognized that there is a gap between the 
imperatives of the law and the attainment of virtue. To bridge that gap, he 
argued that ascetic practices (ascesis) as well as mystical meditative practices 
could transform the indifferent practice of the law into a vibrant practice that 
would lead to a virtuous self. 
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Of all the methods he experimented with, Ghazali found the method of the 
mystics to be the most attractive and conducive for his purposes. Thus, his 
ethics was, in a sense, traditional jurisprudence mediated by mysticism. What 
I think Ghazali found persuasive about mysticism was the kind of imagina- 
tion it cultivates within an individual. He was fascinated by the way mystical 
practices school the self and conscience in order to produce a virtuous state of 
mind and virtuous predispositions. Once the pedagogy of the self is accom- 
plished, then certain skills and practices spontaneously become part of one’s 
habit, which is reflected in the dignity of one's spirit or self." 

The study of the self has gained a great deal of prominence in contempo- 
raty philosophy and anthropology as well as in religious, cultural, and liter- 
ary studies. French anthropologist Marcel Mauss stressed the need to explore 
the cultural variations of the idea of the individual in great civilizations. Our 
knowledge of how the self is culturally conceived in Islamicate societies and 
how it has served as a historical index of personal and social transformation 
is still at its infancy.” Studies in sifism and Muslim philosophy have yet to 
reach such a critical mass that they enable us to talk about the subject of the 
self in synthetic and general terms. However, we can say with great confi- 
dence that Ghazali, like Augustine centuries before him, was fully aware that 
the self is an entity that can be transformed. He was living proof of his own 
transformation. 

What is characteristic of Ghazali's ethics is that he not only presented an 
abstract theory that maps the self, defines the role of reason, and explains 
the soaring potential of the soul and the faculties, he also provided elaborate 
diagnoses of problems and prescriptions for transformation. This specificity 
and comprehensiveness is what differentiates his ethics in quality from similar 
discussions by Muslim humanist philosophers such as Ma‘arti and Ibn Miska- 
wayh, both of whom also wrote on ethics. Not only did Ghazali write with 
more passion, but he was also a man with a mission. Thus, he did not hesi- 
tate to employ persuasive arguments to make the individual see the need for 
personal change. But he also saw the individual self not as an isolated entity 
but instead as related to a broader cosmic reality. Attempting to sever it from 
this larger scheme would be, he thought, a self-defeating enterprise. 

Human beings and the universe around them, according to Ghazali, re- 
semble a script (/zszif ) and a composition (/2 77). His description is delicate: 
"The universe, and whatever mystery it hides, is God's script and His com- 
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position, His original creation and invention. And the spirit is a part of the 
many components of the universe. And every unit of its multiple parts teems 
with mystery." ^ It is as if Ghazali had in mind a score, an orchestra, and 
a conductor. He did not revel in the fragmented nature of the universe, as 
some postmodernists do; rather, like a musician, Ghazali sought harmony and 
symmetry between the various units of the universe. Just as the composite is 
unique, so too does each component independently reflect the mysteries of 
the divine. Exploring the marvelous operations of human biology, Ghazali 
drew our attention to understanding the intimate relationship between cre- 
ation and the Creator.” 

A careful study of a score of music, a writing, or poetry not only allows one 
to marvel at the genius of the artist, it does something more: it creates a sense 
of intimacy that enhances one’s admiration for, reverence of, and confidence 
in the creator of the work. Similarly, there is a remarkable difference, Gha- 
zali tells us, between a mete factual accounting of the universe and a more 
calculated examination of creation, one that starts with the human self and 
enables the subject to stand in awe of the Creator. 


Anthropology of Adab 


To talk about Muslim ethics is to talk seriously not only of the subject but also 
of the Creator and a discursive tradition of normativity. To secularize ethics is 
to denature it. What I call Ghazali's “ethics” is an amalgam of what was pre- 
viously discussed under the rubric of law ( figh) and was extensively treated 
in the pedagogical tradition as the science of proper conduct ( %/m al-akhlaq), 
which siifi treatises developed more synthetically. Ethics is thus the narrative 
that combines the theory of right conduct with its applications. 

Writing around 1909, the Anatolian scholar Uways Wafa al-Arzanjani, bet- 
ter known as Khanzada, defined ethics, writing: “The entire path to true 
reality is about right conduct | Tariq al-haqg kulluha adab).”'* The ethics of con- 
duct is central to Muslim salvation practices. Ghazali considered ethics to have 
an impact on both a macro level, corresponding to society, and a micro level, 
corresponding to the individual. Even though his best labors were dedicated 
to the ethics of the individual, he was not unmindful of the relationship of 
ethics to society as a whole, contrary to the charges of his modern critics. 
I would argue that, for Ghazali, there was a dialogical relationship between 
macro and micro politics, namely, between the governance of the polis and 
the governance of the body. In Balance of Deeds and wherever Ghazali discussed 
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the ethics of the self, he utilized the same organicist metaphor that he used 
in discussing politics. The organicist metaphor is one in which governance 
of the worldly realm is discussed in terms of the body of the sovereign. On 
occasion, he used other images, such as the topographical imagery of a king’s 
city. Metaphors and images are abundant in Ghazali’s repertoire where he dis- 
cusses complex issues, since he realized that the images with which his readers 
were familiar were mote effective at conveying his ideas than abstract words.” 

“The relationship of the human spirit to his body,” says Ghazali, “is like 
[the presence] of a ruler in his city or kingdom." '* The monarch represents 
the spirit, while the ministers represent the organs and limbs of the body. 
Just as each minister must fulfill his responsibilities in order for proper and 
just government to exist, similarly, each bodily limb and faculty must com- 
ply with its assigned task to prevent degradation in an individual's behavior 
and character." Another metaphor of the body-soul relationship drew on the 
topography of a medieval city. In this imagery, Ghazali identified the locus 
of pragmatic rationality to be in the middle of the brain, which he compared 
to the central location of the residence of the king in his capital.'* All the re- 
maining faculties, equivalent in Ghazili’s scheme to the various ministries, 
are marked in terms of their importance by their proximity to the king’s resi- 
dence. Just as the sovereignty of an earthly monarch requires the optimum 
functioning of all organs of government to secure justice and order, similarly, 
all the bodily organs must be disciplined—must curb the lusts and passions 
emanating from the lower self—so that the monarch of the body, namely, the 
spirit, may reign supreme and turn the person into a true vicegerent (Khalifa) 
of God on earth. In a third variant of this metaphor, Ghazali describes the 
body to be analogous to a city (madina) and the perceptive faculty, namely, the 
intellect (‘aq/), to be its contemplative sovereign. Here, all the king’s physical 
and abstract sensory capacities of perception, including the sovereign intel- 
lect, serve as his aides and army, while the limbs become his subjects. The 
enemies of the city are lusts and anger. Therefore, the city — the human body 
with the help of the intellect — should be turned into a fortress (rzba/), while 
the soul should be trained to become a warrior-ascetic (murabit).”° 

Two issues deserve comment here. The first is that information— both the 
“facts” of knowledge and “true” knowledge, namely, the knowledge of how 
to live —is as imperative for the governance of the body-natural as it is for the 
body-politic. Especially with respect to the body and the self, self-knowledge 
is indispensable. The second is that the earthly kingdom, or polis (xulk), mim- 
ics the realm of the sovereign king (malik) of the universe; in other words, the 
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ethical imaginary is anthropomorphic. Though the earthly monarch lacks the 
perfection of the absolute sovereign, he nevertheless strives for perfection. 
His lack of perfection is compensated for in the politics of presence; both 
the earthly ruler and the intellect deploy instruments of surveillance in pan- 
opticon fashion, the former over the polis and the latter over the body. Here, 
the dialogical continuum between individual and society is sustained, just as 
Ghazali fosters a continuity between the secular order of politics and the ulti- 
mate order of religion. His ethical paradigm is thus configured on three inter- 
linking aspects: the disciplining of the soul (tahdbib al-nafs), the governance 
of the body (siyāsa al-badan), and the administration of justice (riGya al-‘ad/) in 
society.” 

If governance of the body-politic and the body-natural are construed as 
the two sides of the ethical coin, then sovereignty and autonomy, or responsi- 
bility, are the two necessary outcomes, respectively. A ruler’s sovereignty in- 
creases with effective governance, just as the responsibility of the individual 
subject increases when bodily desires and appetites are placed under the gov- 
ernance of reason. “For if a human being is unable to govern and control his 
own self,” Ghazali asks, “how will he be able to govern others?” In other 
words, the mimetic self must uphold the highest sovereign status as an edi- 
ficatory ideal in order to become a “subject” of the divine king. Io become a 
subject of God, the self must become subject to itself in a necessary and vol- 
untary act of self-surrender. Liberation, in Ghazali’s scheme, consists in sub- 
duing one’s animal nature and turning instinctive drives into ideas, thoughts, 
and imagination. It is when the corporeal body is allegorized that the possi- 
bility of realizing one’s higher theomorphic nature also increases. Our theo- 
morphic nature goes back to the genesis narrative of Adam; all humans are 
delegated representatives of the absolute sovereign (khalifat Allāh). 

For it is ultimately the upbringing and moral formation of the individual 
members of the community that will result in predictable conduct conform- 
ing to the desired moral order, under which optimum human flourishing 
and happiness can occur. That moral order is enshrined in the revealed law 
(sbari'a), which only becomes manifest and known through the positive law. 
Even though the law is grounded in a discursive tradition, it is a means to at- 
taining higher cognitive intuitions and spiritual knowledge. The law, in effect, 
becomes a technology for the care of the self. Not only the body but also the 
psychological apparatus, in Ghazali's view, becomes a site for engagement 
with the law. Ghazali was clear in arguing that the purpose of the law is self- 
formation, which may occasion some hardship until the body acclimatizes 
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itself to willing conformity. One must immediately sound the caveat that law, 
in his view, had a role beyond enforcing obligations and sanctions. The law 
also interacted with both the body and the spirit. 


Corporeal or Allegory? 


The body-spirit relationship cannot be reduced, in Ghazali's view, to a neat 
and convenient Platonic dualism, where the soul, or spirit, is the self and the 
body only its dwelling place. Ghazali's position was perhaps closer to that of 
early rabbinic Judaism, where the encounter of body and soul is a dialogical 
one.” Opposed to this viewpoint is that of the Platonists, who first arrived at 
a hermeneutical resolution of body and spirit and then translated it into an an- 
thropology in which the soul is the self and the body something less. Although 
Ghazali did not draw a direct line between hermeneutics and anthropology, 
there is certainly a Platonic strand or, if you like, a body-soul tension in his 
conceptualization. Indeed, if the body-spirit relationship is framed along the 
lines of a dialogue between a benign monarch and his subjects, then the body- 
soul relationship can also be imagined to be a dialogical one. Just as a king 
without a kingdom ceases to be a monarch in any meaningful way, so does a 
spirit without a body (and vice versa) fall short of our understanding of what 
both body and spirit are. 

This tension between the literal and the figurative, the corporeal and the 
allegorical, creates a semantic space that offers wide latitude for interpretive 
maneuver, ambiguity, and productive imagination. Arising from within this 
space is an anthropocentric imagery, one that resists the Platonic drive to go 
beyond material language and to discover an immaterial spirit. 

However, Ghazali was not entirely consistent on the matter of literal and 
figurative, corporeal and allegorical. On occasions, he insisted that one can 
provide both an allegorical interpretation and a literal one simultaneously. 
The allegorical, he argued, constitutes one “face” (wajh) of interpretation 
among many equivalent aspects or, literally, “faces of interpretation” (wujih al- 
ta'wil ).”* When he was mote precise, Ghazali was adamant that the corporeal 
sense was the primary one and the allegorical sense secondary. But both can 
coexist in creative tension, he believed, without contradiction. Ghazali made 
this rhetorical move more than once, especially when charged with taking lib- 
erties with the literal meanings of the Qur’an or prophetic reports. A case in 
point is provided by the novel allegorical interpretation he offered of the pro- 
phetic report prohibiting dogs from Muslim homes, which is discussed in the 
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previous chapter. He averred that the allegorical was but one of several mean- 
ings of the report. The literal meaning was equally valid, he argued, but was 
not negated when one also considered the report’s allegorical sense.” 
Ghazali's style was to exploit the semantic space between literal and figu- 
tative senses. He made productive use of interpretive subtleties in order to 
produce new and fresh meanings. While his literalist critics have taken him 
to task for such interpretive liberties, few have noticed that Ghazali’s theory 
of language foregrounded this flexibility. He almost routinely made a binary 
distinction between an utterance and its meaning. For him, meaning existed 
as a disembodied substance prior to its incarnation in language. Given this 
position, he often tended to slip into dualism, and when pushed he would 
privilege spirit over body, meaning over utterance, perhaps neglecting to up- 
hold the well-established literal meanings. But his ability to defend his views 
with a very complex intellectual apparatus and hermeneutic was his recipe for 


SUCCESS. 


Theonomy, FHeteronomy, and Autonomy 


In theistic traditions, it is accepted that our nature is a God-given nature. 
Thus, there is also an expectation that human lives should be lived accord- 
ing to a God-given set of norms and values. What is most contentious is the 
question whether the interpretation and application of these values corre- 
sponds to that human nature, which in itself is based on discursive knowl- 
edge. Theonomy, literally meaning “God’s law,” raises this question. Christian 
and Muslim ethicists have for centuries debated how God’s will is to be deter- 
mined from their respective scriptures. In Christendom, the debate has cen- 
tered on the status of the laws stipulated in the Hebrew Bible following the ad- 
vent of the New Testament. It continues to occupy thinkers in that tradition. 

For Muslim thinkers in the past and present, whether a Muslim ought to 
live by God’s law has never been seriously debated: theonomy is a theological 
given. The idea of revealed norms (sharia Allah) —the idea of “God’s ruling” 
ot “God’s ethical judgment” ( bukm Allah) — despite its ambiguity, has been an 
a priori concept within the tradition, hardly contested by even the most ex- 
tremist sectarian groups. However, there has been considerable debate about 
the authority of knowledge developed in ethics, especially knowledge that 
stems from a revealed source. Do the interpretations derived from the au- 
thoritative sources constitute categorical truths or mere probable truths? For, 
indeed, it is difficult for a textual and hermeneutical tradition to escape the 
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hazards of interpretive relativism. Therefore, the question of authority and of 
who is permitted to engage in the production of knowledge regulating dis- 
cursive practices is a central concern in Muslim ethics. This is also possibly 
one of the most important questions that occupy contemporary Muslims. One 
of the reasons ethics and law in the Muslim tradition is such a serious matter 
is that it is related to questions of being, to an ontology of transcendent and 
divine proportions. 

Since the formative classical period, Muslim theologians have tied legal 
values to theological doctrines in order to provide them with an ontologi- 
cal grounding. Often, the debates about hermeneutics and epistemology that 
dominate discussions of law and legal theory mask the ontological dimen- 
sions of the problem. But it is the force of ontology that lends integrity to the 
discursive system and, moreover, animates the power and authority of the tra- 
dition. Against this background, one can begin to see why interpretive trans- 
gressions in the law often generate such extraordinary violence—what can 
be thought of as ontological violence. When transgressive ethical reasoning 
clashes with authority, it also violates theological doctrine, often resulting in 
theological anathematizing (/a&fir) and stigma. An example may be useful. A 
later native of Ghazali's home province of Khurasan, Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani 
(d. 793/1390), said that even the mere "wish" to see certain prohibited prac- 
tices, such as adultery and homicide, become permissible deserved anathema- 
tizing. Such an illegitimate desire, he reasoned, is tantamount to the denial 
of apodictic truths that are in conformity with wisdom and established in all 
religions.” Here, we clearly see how epistemology becomes coupled to larger 
cosmological and ontological premises. 

Ghazālī himselfagonized about questions of law, as is evident in his parody 
of the jurists of his day for their crass legalism and formalism. In his view, the 
law could have no meaningful effect unless the psyche and self-understanding 
of the ethical subject were disciplined in order to synchronize with the de- 
mands of God’s law. Ghazālī was at his best when he detailed the ideal condi- 
tions necessary for the disciplining of the soul so that it might comply with 
the demands of the law. For the law to have an effect on the conduct of the 
ethical subject, something had to occur before the law: the cultivation of the 
self through the disciplinary practices of adab education (fa‘dib) and moral cul- 
tivation (ta addub). 

Just as the Greeks sought perfection of the soul in philosophy by means of 
paideia, so Muslims sought perfection of the soul through the teaching of adab, 
or norms of conduct. The historian of late antiquity Peter Brown correctly 


220 | Hermeneutics of the Self 


identifies two crucial differences between adab and paideia?” First, paideia in 
late antiquity had no religious code and imposed no religious sanction. It was 
essentially a secular system of grooming. Second, adab became part of a public 
discourse in Muslim societies at various levels, whereas there was no equiva- 
lent of a general Christian adab except in the monasteries of the late antique 
world. The adab that Ghazālī proposed was for a world outside monasteries; 
it was directed at a more general public. 

However, both adab and paideia function as means of education. Knowl- 
edge in both cases is not about storing information in the memory. Rather, 
knowledge is a conviction that “evokes a desire for action." ^? Ghazali, like his 
predecessors, did not make a point of showing that knowledge must be per- 
formed; implicit in the idea of knowledge, for him, was the understanding 
that it is performed and practiced. Just as for the Greeks “educating oneself 
and taking care of oneself [were] interconnected activities," ^ in the Muslim 
tradition the interconnectedness of knowledge (7/77) and practice ( 444/) cul- 
minated in the discipline of exemplary conduct (adab). 

Even though the disciplinary practice of adab prepares the ground for the 
proper inner conditions of the soul to be governed by figh, there is a dialogical 
relationship between the cultivation of the self through knowledge and living 
according to the law. Sometimes, one gets the sense that Ghazali believed 
that the practices of figh were meant to reinforce the dispositions cultivated by 
adab. Ghazālī did, of course, suggest that by observing the rules of exemplary 
conduct one could more fruitfully profit from the law. Therefore, he spent a 
considerable amount of time in trying to explain the ethical content and pur- 
poses of practices instead of explaining the legal minutiae related to them, as 
the jurists were in the habit of doing. On other occasions, one gets the sense 
from Ghazali that adab is really the glue that binds figh to the self or, to use a 
different expression, that he sought to grow figh in the fertile ground of adab. 

Ghazālī excelled in perfecting the dialogical relationship between the outer 
(zahir) and inner (batin) dimensions of the human self. It goes without saying 
that he sought to create a degree of compatibility between the two dimen- 
sions. His goal was to perfect the inner self so that it would consequently 
regulate the external dimensions. Ghazali was unambiguous about the im- 
portance of such regulation; he observed that the “exemplary conduct of the 
exterior [adab al-zawahir| is an emblem of the exemplary conduct of the in- 
terior [dab al-bawatin].” He continued: “Movement of the limbs is the fruit of 
thoughts, actions are the product of character [akh/aq], and right conduct is 
the dissemination of knowledge. Know that the purest concealed core of the 
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heart [sarāžr a-gulūb] is the orchard of deeds and their wellsprings.*® The in- 
terior luminescence illuminates the exterior by giving it ornamentation and 
luster. Right conduct transforms loathsome and sinful deeds into virtues. Ifa 
person has no humility in his heart, do not expect to find it in his limbs. And 
whose heart is not a niche for divine lights, the beauty of prophetic example 
will not radiate [through] his exterior.”*' In this passage, Ghazali explicitly 
refers to the dialogic tension of the self between the inner and outer, between 
law ( fiqP) and conscience (sara?r), between actions and intentions, and be- 
tween body and spirit. A special kind of discernment is required to master 
the synchrony of the inner and outer dimensions of the self. The Arabic word 
for discernment and refined knowing is figh, which is more often translated 
as “law” or “positive law.” Ghazali offered some insightful readings on figh, 
which will be elaborated later. In his hands, figh became part of critical prac- 
tices that regulate human actions and elaborately care for the inner self. It is 
this dimension of figh that he believed was neglected in the scholarship and 
practice of Islam in his time. 


Ghazalian Subjectivity: From Individual to Subject 


Debates about the formation of the self and the understanding of subjectivity 
in Islamicate societies require more study. One of the main concerns has been 
to avoid projecting onto the past notions that are unique to our times. If we 
turn to Christendom, we find that there is an extensive debate among scholars 
of late antiquity about whether the individual was a discovery of the twelfth 
century. Caroline Bynum has pointed out that what the twelfth century did 
achieve was a rediscovery of “the self, the inner mystery, the inner man and 
inner landscape,” with an equal emphasis on the prosperity of the commu- 
nity.” What has preoccupied thinkers is the question of whether the idea of 
the individual is identical to the modern notion of the subject. Clearly, the 
modern concept of the subject is differently constituted from its premodern 
antecedents. Without denying the existence of the concept of the subject in 
earlier times, it is this difference that is important to grasp. 

In Islamdom, the idea of the individual predates its emergence in Chris- 
tendom. Even though some intellectual historians are critical of Jacob Burck- 
hardt for his exaggerated focus on the individual in Renaissance society in 
the service of a history of great persons, his remarks about Arabo-Islamic 
societies were accurate. He held that Arab society arrived at the notion of an 
individual at a much earlier period than other Asiatic societies, whose people 
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saw themselves as members of races.** Shlomo Goitein, Franz Rosenthal, and 
Amin Banani, among others, have pointed out that dating back to the pre- 
Islamic period the notion of an individual was already valorized in Arabian 
society. Marshall Hodgson takes the argument several steps further. He draws 
out attention to the fact that at the most elementary level the very term /s/zzz 
“refers to the inner spiritual posture of an individual person of goodwill.”** 
Since Arabic cultural thought provided the first impulses for emergent Mus- 
lim thought, it is not surprising to find that the idea of individuality seeped 
into nascent Islamicate cultures. The theme recurs frequently in literature, art, 
and philosophical treatises. But it was perhaps most effectively elaborated in 
the development of theology, Islamic mysticism, and law, while the Qur’an 
and prophetic traditions explicitly excoriate ideas of group and ethnic salva- 
tion and lay stress on individual accountability. 

There is hardly any doubt that by the twelfth century the idea of the indi- 
vidual was well entrenched in Ghazali’s Persianate world. In fact, the idea of 
the individual qua individual runs like a golden thread through almost all of 
Ghazali’s work. He articulated the notion of individuality by using different 
signifiers and composite constructions of ideas. Terms like shakhs, denoting a 
“person as an individual,” ** or words such as wahid, which indicates "one pet- 
son,” as in the colloquial “one can think of,” are littered throughout his prose.** 
Ghazali unapologetically stated that an individual is “by virtue of his soul, 
not his body, since the parts of the body keep on changing from childhood to 
adulthood.”*’ The idea of individuality is also inscribed in the capacity con- 
cept, called “k/fin Muslim ethics. It is the idea that one is morally account- 
able when one reaches puberty and becomes an addressee of the normative 
discourse of revelation. Without the notion of an individual self, which in 
turn generated the idea of individual responsibility, Muslim law and ethics in 
themselves would be unintelligible. 


Subjectivity: Beyond Autonomous Individuality 


It can be argued, however, that an individual is always a “subject” — from the 
Latin subjectum, a word that literally means “that which is thrown under.” Or, 
if one assumes that all ideas are always discursively constructed through lan- 
guage and ideology, then there is still, no doubt, a subject, but it is “subject” 
as a product of imaginary misrecognition of the ego, in the extreme posi- 
tion adopted by the French Marxist scholar Louis Althusser. Subjectivity and 
self-centered humanism are the products and outgrowths of the imaginary, 
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according to Althusser. “Individuals are always-already subjects,” Althusser 
writes, meaning that we are always the products of ideology. The subject is 
the one who is discursively called upon to participate in a cultural substrate, 
which is what is meant by “subjectivity”: it is at any given point very spe- 
cific and demystified. In other words, subjectivity is always an individual sub- 
stance like the soul, self, or person. 

Subjectivity is not something that exists ab initio. “Subjectivity,” explains 
Fred Dallmayr, denotes an underlying foundation or pre-given substance in 
which human experiences are rooted.** That rootedness suggests that subjec- 
tivity is constituted by a discursive formation. A discursive formation signi- 
fies ways of systematically organizing human experience of the social world 
in language and thereby constituting knowledge. As Michel Zink points out, 
“subjectivity is dependent on antecedent texts and prior ‘truth’; the subject 
is ‘subject to’ preceding values with which it identifies, and is thus general- 
ized.” ” This idea of subjectivity being dependent on prior truths, preceding 
values, or a pre-given substance means that subjectivity is intimately tied to an 
understanding of tradition, a topic discussed in the first chapter of this book. 
Tradition, says Hannah Arendt, is both the thread that guides us to excavate 
the vast realms of the past and at the same time the chain that fetters each 
successive generation to a predetermined aspect of the past.'^ In this sense, 
subjectivity is very closely related to the idea of tradition, a dimension that 
provides depth to human existence in profound ways." Often, this sensibility 
is couched in ambivalent psychological terms that inflect notions of the au- 
tonomy of the self. Does this mean that individuals are defined not by their 
social relations but by an inner sense of self-presence, a sense of their own sub- 
jectivity? And would a discursive formation not be an appropriate means to 
mediate their subjectivity? For Ghazali, the answer to both questions is “Yes.” 


Mapping Subjectivity 


A recurring theme in Ghazali’s work is his strong desire to develop an inward 
subjectivity. This inner world of subjectivity repeatedly comes into confron- 
tation with an external world that alienates the inner from both itself and its 
divine source. All Ghazali’s arguments in the Resuscitation focus on the world 
of subjectivity, for it was the fundamental economy of the early Muslim idea 
of selfhood. 

His idea of subjectivity was related to the dialogue between the self and 
others (divine and human). In his post-sifi writings, Ghazali consistently 
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went to great lengths to demonstrate that ritual practices have as their pri- 
mary goal serving both God and humans. This servitude starts with proper 
intention and protecting the mind and soul (nafs) from peril. Humans only 
put themselves at risk when they succumb to their base instincts and live the 
life of vice. In the end, it is human vices that pollute the soul. Therefore, Gha- 
zali gave an extraordinary amount of attention to the diagnostics of the soul 
and its rehabilitation. What we moderns call subjectivity is approximate to 
what early Muslims discussed in various theories about the soul. The soul, of 
course, embodies but is also part of something larger that we call the “self,” 
a point that will be discussed later. For Ghazalr's intellectual forebears and 
contemporaties, the soul was the seat of subjectivity, the essence of selfhood. 
However, in any exploration of the soul in Muslim literature, one is also bound 
to discuss it as part of a network of relations with entities described as the 
spirit (rab), the heart (qalb), and the intellect (agl). 

Ghazali’s doctrine of intention (n7ya) formed the critical nexus between the 
soul and the heart. Even if the body fails, the soul can still be healthy with the 
purity of its intention. Intention is the “condition and attribute of the heart, 
which comprises two elements: knowledge and practice.” Knowing what is 
required and then acting on the knowledge acquired with sincerity and truth- 
fulness are the crucial elements in the cultivation of the self. Even if one is 
unable to practically fulfill a virtuous task, the self grows in excellence by the 
mere intention and desire to do good. Ghazali had a very clear sense of the self 
and of subjectivity mediated by the soul. The soul is the subject of multiple 
desires, the seat of true freedom, and the essence of the individual person. 

In order to frame subjectivity, Ghazālī and many of his predecessors re- 
sorted to the language of pectoral psychology. The chest, or pectoral region 
of the body, referred to as sadr (bosom), is a critical space denoting spiritual 
enlightenment in the Muslim tradition. All guidance is due to the enlighten- 
ment received in the bosom, or, as the Qur’ān puts it, it is due to the “opening 
of the bosom” (sharh al-sadr). Of course, it is not so much the pectoral biology 
as it is what is housed in the pectoral region, namely, the heart, that is impor- 
tant in this image. Pectoral psychology views the heart as the psychosomatic 
center of the human being, and this view was common to the traditions of 
late antiquity in Judaism, Christendom, and Islamdom. All viewed the heart 
as the traditional seat of emotion.** Possibly due to the influence of Galen on 
Muslim cultures, some thinkers like Ibn Sīnā thought differently and began 
to view the brain as the seat of cognition and perception, conflating the brain 
and the heart in their respective functions. Ghazālī, too, acknowledged the 
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brain as an organ of sensory perception, yet he related it more intimately to 
the specular aspect, what we would call “the mind” or “reason.” For the per- 
ception of knowledge and the inner reality of things, the intellect (‘ag/) is 
the critical faculty. However, Ghazali pointed out that the intellect is actually 
mote intimately related to the heart than to the brain.* 

Polyvocality is characteristic of each entity in Ghazali's pectoral psychol- 
ogy—the soul, spirit, intellect, and heart. Due to the plurality of meanings, 
a remarkable blurring of distinctions between them occurred. His discussion 
of the heart and the soul highlights some of the elements relevant to my dis- 
cussion of subjectivity. He was somewhat dismissive of the biological heart, 
writing that all animals have one and that it is a subject best left to medical doc- 
tors. Of significance to him was the distinct part of the biological heart, the 
hollowed cavity with dark blood, which is the locus of the spirit (rah). How- 
ever, what captivated Ghazali was an abstract entity that has the most tenuous 
relations to the biological heart, an entity he identified as a “divine, spiritual 
subtlety” (/atifa rabbaniya rahaniya). Properly speaking, the “heart” (qalb) for 
him meant only this. ’To grasp that subtlety, Ghazali states categorically, is to 
understand “the true reality of a human being.” Privileging the more subtle 
psychosomatic definition of the heart was something that Ghazali did with a 
purpose. For it is in the heart that three vital capacities of a human being coa- 
lesce. They are also the quintessential characteristics, Ghazali believed, of a 
human being: “the ability to perceive, the capacity to know, and the capability 
to experience things |a/mudrik, al-‘alim, al-‘arif min al-insan\.”*° According to 
Ghazālī, it is the heart that can integrate these complex competencies so that 
humans are at once perceiving, knowing, and experiential subjects. It is these 
capacities that constitute the true reality and essence of a human being. 

Using the categories of Muslim theology, Ghazali proceeded to draw our 
attention to why the heart is integral to the discourse of law and morality. 
Muslim legal and moral theory as propounded by the Ash‘ari school, as we 
know, starts with the presumption that human beings are morally account- 
able (mukallaf ). For this reason, they must take seriously the revelatory address 
(khitāb al-shar^) directed at them. There is general agreement among Muslim 
jurists that the normative address of revelation assigns one of five values to all 
human acts: obligatory (wajib or fard), recommended (mandab or mustahabb), 
indifferent (#ubah), disapproved of (makrab), and forbidden (haram).”” Failing 
to perform an obligation or contravening what is forbidden has consequences, 
which ate also spelled out in the divine address. That normative discourse, 
Ghazali reminds us, is directed at no other entity than the heart. For, in his 
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own wotds, it is ultimately the heart that is “addressed, punished, reproached, 
and held accountable.” ** In addition, the heart is the seat of sensation, which 
is intricately related to imagination, memory, and knowledge, and which is 
integral to the soul and the spirit; often, the term “heart” as the location of the 
soul is metonymically inflected to mean “the soul.” The human heart, Gha- 
zali clarifies, is a perfect “eye” that is sometimes called the “rational faculty,” 
the “spirit,” and the “soul.”” 

Similarly, the soul, too, is polyvocal. One set of meanings of the soul de- 
notes its various states of elevation or degradation: it indexes the presence or 
absence of virtues in the soul.?? What is of interest to us is that Ghazali — in al- 
most identical terms to his description of the heart — describes the soul as “the 
subtle entity which is the true reality of a human being and is the self/identity 
[nafs] and essence [dhat] of a human being.” ** 

The uncanny resemblance should come as no surprise. Despite the distinct 
function of each separate entity—heart, soul, spirit, and intellect—all form 
part of a psychosomatic network, or an intriguing intertext with the heart at 
its center. For even the definition of the term spirit (rz/), for example, corre- 
sponds substantively with the meaning that Ghazali proffered for heart (qalb) 
and reason (agl). In sum, the heart not only plays the role of majordomo of 
this psychosomatic network, it is also the delta, if you like, into which vari- 
ous tributaries from the intellect, the spirit, and the soul flow. 

Early Arabic poetry offers a more nuanced interpretation of the word “soul” 
(nafs) in the sense of the “self” or “person.” The semiotics of this sense is re- 
tained in the field of meanings for the word. In fact, Ghazālī unmistakably 
used the term nafs to mean “self” and “identity.” * Without this gloss on the 
word nafs, Ghazali’s own definition of the concept makes little sense. The 
soul, he explains, is a subtle entity that constitutes “the human self/identity 
and essence." ?? For to say the soul is that subtle entity which constitutes the 
human “soul” and essence would be a tautology; therefore, the word nafs in 
Ghazali's definiens must accent the sense of self or identity in order to avoid 
obscurity.°* The point by now should be clear: Ghazali imported the sense of 
self, person, and identity into the meaning of the soul. 

To shed more light on the concept of self, we turn to Ghazali’s eighteenth- 
century commentator Zabidi. In a useful gloss on the topic, Zabidi points 
out that every time we make reference to ana in Arabic or “I” in English 
we are making reference to the self.** Scholars over the ages have disagreed, 
Zabidi explains. Some say the self is the visible sensory body, only to further 
argue over whether the self is the body itself or merely the idea of corpore- 
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ality. Favoring the viewpoint of the metaphysicians and some mystics, Zabidi 
then describes the self as a “spiritual substance” (_jawhar rihani). He cites the 
thirteenth-century Khurasanian exegete and polymath Fakhr al-Din al-Razi 
as saying that the self can never merely be the sensory skeletal frame, because 
it constantly mutates and deteriorates. Aligning himself with Razi, Zabidi 
then proposes that it is “imperative that the self be dissimilar [mughayir, an 
alterity] to this skeleton.”** 

The foregoing discussion suggests that Muslim thinkers, including Gha- 
zali, were cognizant of notions of selfhood and identity. This further re- 
inforces my claim that subjectivity is implicit in the psychosomatic network 
of meanings centered on the heart in its relations with the spirit, intellect, and 
soul/self. It is, therefore, no coincidence that the modern Arabic equivalent 
for the notion of subjectivity (dhatiya) is derived from the classical Arabic for- 
mulation of essence (dbar). 

One must therefore wonder why Ghazali, in concluding his discussion of 
the multiple meanings of each of these interrelated entities of self/soul, spirit, 
heart, and reason, proceeded to say that these four terms cumulatively signify 
a fifth sense, or signified, which he described as “the knowing and percep- 
tive subtlety of a human being.” *’ The ideas of knowing and perceiving were 
common functions of the heart, spirit, and intellect, but not of the soul. So 
what does the representation of a fifth sensibility mean here? In my reading, 
Ghazali was indeed articulating a particular and discrete understanding of 
subjectivity, drawing on the multiple dimensions of pectoral psychology. As a 
spiritual substance consistent with the views of Ghazali, Razi, and Zabidi, the 
heart-soul dialogic is actually the self, which is the true reality of the human 
being. The Ghazalian self is a gnoseological notion of the self having to do 
with a philosophy of cognition. With the fifth essential meaning, Ghazali was 
cryptically denoting an underlying foundation, or pre-given substance of the 
self, in which human experiences are rooted and with which the Muslim sub- 
ject identifies. Indeed, the self is loosely woven to the extent that it is prem- 
ised on a psychosomatic network. Within this network, the self is exposed to 
a temporal flux, where it has the capacity to transform itself for better or for 
worse depending on the kinds of choices the individual makes. So, while the 
subject is rooted in a cosmology, it is thus not an impermeable self but rather 
one that can deal with multiplicity and temporality.^? 

In Niche of Lights (Mishkat al-anwar), Ghazali deploys a set of metaphors in 
order to describe the constitution of the self.” Here, the “Verse of the Light” 
(Qur'an 24:35) provides him with his main inspiration, forming the center- 
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piece for the metaphorical imagery that describes “the five luminous human 


spirits [a-armab al-bashartya al-nüraniya]." 


God is the light of the heavens and the earth. 

The simile of God's light is like a miche in which is a lamp, 
the lamp in a globe of glass, 

the globe of glass as if it were a shining star, 

lit from a blessed olive tree 

neither of the East nor of the West, 

its light-giving oi/ nearly luminous 

even if fire did not touch it. 

Light upon light!!^' 


Each of the similes, or tropes, in this verse — niche, lamp, glass, tree, oil— 
is represented by what he calls a "spirit" (rah) that has an assigned function. 
I would call this the tropological description of the spirit, or the spiritual- 
ontological paradigm. The niche is the simile for the sensory spirit, the glass 
for the imaginal spirit, the lamp for the rational spirit, the tree for the dis- 
cursive spirit, and the oil for the prophetic spirit. Each spirit is dependent 
on its predecessor and grows in an ascending order. Starting with the most 
visible of all, it is the sensory spirit that progresses to the imaginal spirit. The 
latter, in turn, prepares the way for the rational spirit. The discursive spirit 
grows in complexity like a tree, and as a tree it is also capable of reproduc- 
ing itself through its seeds. At the apex is the holy prophetic spirit that can 
partake of different kinds of knowledge due to its absolute purity and inner 
luminescence. 

If one examines the three paradigms that Ghazali offered in terms of epis- 
temology, ontology, and the self, one gets the sense that he sought sym- 
metry between these dimensions. Notice the parallels between the existen- 
tial paradigm of hermeneutics (epistemology), the spiritual-tropological 
paradigm (ontology), and the pectoral paradigm of the self: they all unmistak- 
ably represent five dimensions, or meanings, of an integrated phenomenon. 
Each paradigm is almost identical with the others in the quintet structure, 
with slight differences in terminology. In fact, it would be fair to say that there 
is a homology —a correspondence in origin and development — between the 
three paradigms as Ghazali described them.” In the existential hermeneuti- 
cal paradigm, he pointed out that in order for an interpretation to be valid it 
must correspond to any one of five interpretive registers of meaning, namely, 
the essential, sensory, imaginal, rational, and analogical. It is no coincidence 
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that each element of the quintet of registers corresponds almost identically 
to an element in the spiritual-tropological paradigm of the self. If we pair the 
models, it amplifies the homology: 


essential existence — prophetic spirit (oil) 
sensory existence — sensory spirit (niche) 
imaginal existence — imaginal spirit (glass) 
rational existence — rational spirit (lamp) 
analogical existence — discursive spirit (tree) 


Given the degree of compatibility between these two models, and given 
Ghazali's configuration of the self, the coherence becomes even more remark- 
able. Here, Ghazali pushed for epistemic and ontological modular coherence 
that then coalesces in the self, which combines the ontological and epistemo- 
logical dimensions. In other words, Ghazali almost instinctively understood 
that knowledge and knowledge-making procedures have an intimate connec- 
tion with the formation of the self. Knowledge and subjectivity are intimately 
linked without creating either radical alterity or identity. In fact, Ghazali 
placed the onus and responsibility of finding the appropriate conjuncture be- 
tween epistemic and ontic concerns on the self. Thus, Ghazali’s ethical project 
strongly veered toward the formation of a responsible ethical subject, one who 
embraces an ethics of responsibility. 


Constructing the Ethical Subject 


To comprehend the ethical subject is to grasp how the integrated soul /self be- 
comes the addressee of divine discourse. Furthermore, to recognize the ethi- 
cal subject is to understand how the soul/self is held accountable and liable 
for sanctions if it fails to uphold the given norms. But the self also fluctu- 
ates in relation to the conditions that it encounters within the subject. These 
conditions can transform the self into a variegated spectrum of states: into 
a blaming or lamenting self, a self that enjoins vice, or a contented self.°° In 
each of these states, the self is capable of performing certain functions that are 
transparent: that is, the acts performed by the subject reflect the state of the 
self. Thus, the self is an ethical subject related to actions rather than to pure 
intentions, even though intention is a crucial preliminary to action. Put dif- 
ferently, the self is a locus of responsibilities and a space for transformation. 
It is indeed this complex, mutable, and mediated self that Ghazali wished 
to make the focus of the law, rather than making an exterior self the exclu- 
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sive focus of the law, as some positivist jurists have attempted to do.** Hence, 
the law ( figh) has to converse and engage with the soul /self (wafs) in ceaseless 
activity, to engage in producing words and actions within which the ethical 
subject is couched. In other words, Ghazali believed that the body and psyche 
ought to be subjected to repeated disciplinary practices until virtues become 
naturalized within the self. 

Ghazali’s ethics was rooted in an epistemic structure, or discursive for- 
mation, par excellence. Ethics, for Ghazali, were based on “knowledge of 
transactions," ot 7/z al-zu amala, the latter word derived from the Arabic verb 
“m-l, which signifies “to act” or “to practice.” Another form derived from this 
toot is mu‘amala, which means “interactive action” or “to act in relation to 
others." Mau'amala is interactive and reaches its fulcrum in the subject’s ethical 
relations and acts with others. “Each one of you,” Ghazali wrote, citing a fa- 
mous prophetic report, “is a shepherd, and each of you is responsible for his 
flock.” *’ Translated into a contemporary idiom, this statement might read: 
“Each one of you is an ethical subject; therefore, each of you is obligated to an 
ethics of responsibility.” Transactions in Muslim jurisprudence are viewed as 
being part of hugagq al-‘tbad, meaning “fulfilling one’s duties and responsibility 
toward fellow human beings,” which in today’s rights-centered discourses is 
often translated as “fulfilling the rights of human beings.” But the underlying 
point to the discourse of mu ‘amala, which Ghazali repeatedly insisted was at 
the heart of Resuscitation, is precisely the intersubjectivity of ethics, the idea of 
having meaningful relations of responsibility toward others. Ghazali’s ethics 
thus did not ignore its transitive dimension. In this paradigm, ethics is not 
conceived without the Other being fully integrated in the discursive process. 
Thus, the ethical act is not an exclusive transaction with the self but is con- 
ditioned in relation to the Other. This Other is encountered at two levels: at 
the level of an intersubjectivity with other human beings in history and at the 
level of a transcendental intersubjectivity in relationship to God, often ex- 
pressed as hugag Allah, the duty toward God. 

Ghazalian intersubjectivity thus could not loosen the existential axis from 
the transcendental axis. Intersubjectivity, in his view, was essentially about 
proper and normative modes of conduct between the ethical subject on the 
one hand and both the divine and fellow human beings on the other hand. 
This view represents the two polarities of intersubjectivity, which correspond 
to the ethical and ontological configurations of the self. The divine element 
is always present and never suspended. At the ethical level, the self or sub- 
ject is defined by practices in the present but is always mediated, either by 
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the divine Other through revelation or by the past in terms of the historical 
traditions. Historical memory, as well as the state of being subject to prior 
and past truths, is etched onto ethical practices. All the elements that provide 
social cohesion and reinforce communal sensibilities are part of the subject, 
whether they are the idea of the monotheistic community (wma) that surren- 
ders to God, the notion of human consensus on norms (#ma‘), or Ibn Khal- 
diin’s concept of social cohesion (‘asabiya). Intersubjectivity is thus a hybrid 
notion in which a subject in the present attempts to construct an ethical claim 
in conversation with the past, the divine, and the present. In other words, it 
requires one to be fully cognizant of the past and the way that tradition and 
past memory also both shape the present. It is thus inconceivable to imagine 
a Ghazalian ethics and subjectivity that is radically severed from tradition. 

For Ghazali, ethics was heteronomous. “Heteronomy” means “other” and 
“law.” The ethical imperative, for Ghazali, was not derived from the will of 
the autonomous agent, as Immanuel Kant would have it.°* Rather, the will of 
the agent is a response to the divine address and an invitation to give willing 
assent (/asdiq) to revelation.” Thus, it is the Other that provides the human 
will with the law, instead of human reason being the provider of the universal 
law. A heteronomous agent derives principles of action from outside himself 
ot herself. Such agents allow themselves to be influenced by the will of others 
—in this case by God’s will—by giving primary consideration to the goal or 
consequences of their choices. Thus, in the heteronomy of the will, morality 
and ethics are external to reason. A heteronomous ethics is derived from reli- 
gious beliefs; it depends on social, cultural, and theological resources. Ethics, 
piety, and ritual, for Ghazali, were in the end designed to construct a largely 
heteronomous self, not an autonomous one. However, it does not follow that 
a heteronomous self is lacking in individuality. Individuality is not the oppo- 
site of heteronomy. Rather, individuality is the locus of agency and ultimately 
responsibility. 

So, in the light of a Kantian critique of heteronomy, how do we make sense 
of Ghazali's ethics? The critical difference between Ghazali and Kant is that 
the latter privileges rationality and intelligence as the exclusive sources for 
moral principles, whereas for the former the sensible world is also a ground 
for ethical guidance. For Ghazali, both the rational and the sensible worlds 
could be—and in fact had to be— employed in moral philosophy. So Kant 
could conveniently dismiss heteronomy as the “source of all spurious prin- 
ciples of morality” in order to privilege autonomy and to justify all human ac- 
tions in terms of the supreme principle of a rational morality. For those who 
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take heteronomy seriously, however, the principle of happiness is the ground 
for actions. 

Ghazali and Kant each gave a different weight to responsibility and duty. 
Ghazali saw happiness as a telos and a heteronomous ethics of responsibility 
as the means to reach that end. For Kant, in turn, a rational order was the 
telos and an autonomous ethics of duty was the means to achieve such an end. 
For Ghazali, what overrode the response to the call of reason was the respon- 
sibility to respond to the imperative of the Other. 

The French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas helps us to make the point 
that responsibility is also subjectivity, a subjectivity that was commanded at 
the outset, by which I understand him to mean the primordial command to 
humans. In contrast to an ethics of duty, an ethics of responsibility favors 
heteronomy, and “heteronomy,” Levinas adds, “is somehow stronger than au- 
tonomy." ^? 

That Other evokes a reference to another order, another modality of order 
rooted in the transcendent. Hence, when there is an aberration —as in the 
case of Ghazali's subtle toleration of the controversial deed of Ibn al-Kurayti 
stealing clothes from the bathhouse in order to be humiliated—there is a sig- 
nal pointing to another world and its unique metaphysical order. When Gha- 
zali tried to defend this obviously transgressive act, or when his defenders 
grappled with the controversial act of stealing in search of pious ends, they all 
desired to grasp the fundamental codes and to rediscover a principle of order. 
“Heteronomy,” as de Certeau invites us to think about it, “is at the same time 


the stimulus and what is inadmissible. It is a wound in rationalism.””! 


Autonomy 


For Ghazali and Muslim ethicists in general, heteronomous subjectivity 
meant being an ‘abd, a servant, to God. The word abd in its verb form signi- 
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fies “to serve,” “to be a slave,” “to be a devotee,” and “to adore,” to sample but 
a few of its meanings. It is not viewed as a blemish to be a servant of God; 
quite to the contrary, it is an honor to be subservient and to take control of 
the ego. For the purpose of the Creation, according to the Qur'an, was for 
humans to serve and adore God.” On the face of it, this Qur'anic view may 
appear to be different from Levinas’s view of subjectivity. However, on closer 
scrutiny, Levinas’s insight could also supplement and deepen one’s reading of 


the Quranic view. When Levinas argues that a heteronomous subjectivity is 
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neither bondage nor slavery, he is asking us to look beyond the rhetoric and 
to recognize who the addressee is, rather than asking who is the one com- 
manded asa slave.” In fact, the addressee is a human being; it is an affirmation 
of the human through the command. So, when A gives B a command, then 
it is only at the level of form that B is no longer autonomous and is bereft of 
subjectivity. If one thinks in terms of what content has been passed on be- 
tween A and B, says Levinas, then the subject B has received an order from A; 
in other words, it means that the subject has received powers from A. Thus, 
subjectivity is a form of empowerment and not really servitude or slavery. For 
subjectivity is meaningless if one is not subject to a command, to a heterono- 
mous voice, and ina position to respond willingly to that command. Someone 
who is subject to a heteronomous voice has a more informed sense of being 
a subject than does a subjectivity that narcissistically avows a gnostic self— 
a subjectivity in which the self is the subject to the self. Far from being en- 
slaved, a heteronomous subject is empowered in terms of the Levinasian view. 

For Ghazali, responding to a divine command was the act of autonomy 
within heteronomy: the autonomous exercise of the will to say yes or no, to 
take responsibility and face the consequences of one’s decisions, was for him 
the ultimate act of autonomy. Giving a shepherd a command to take care of 
a flock, to use the expression Ghazali employed, makes him responsible, and 
in exercising that responsibility— despite the fact that he was commanded to 
exercise it— the shepherd receives powers and becomes autonomous. 

Ghazali’s notion of autonomy within heteronomy was consistent with his 
idea of the individual. His writings projected a heterogeneous understanding 
of the individual—namely, one who is subordinate to a socioreligious hier- 
archy — instead of imagining the individual exclusively in terms of political 
and economic autonomy. One gets the sense that the individual in the Gha- 
zalian scheme of things is not merely defined; the individual is also norma- 
tively required to experience life in terms of social relations. If there is any 
space in this understanding for an autonomous ego, then it is at the very pri- 
vate level of personal piety and personal religious experiences. Beyond that, 
Ghazali imagined the individual as a transcendent subject, one who is held 
accountable beyond the confines of time and space. However, the focus of 
ethical and spiritual fulfillment could not be found within hermetically sealed 
conditions, but only in social relations with other human beings. 

Yet even a heteronomous ethics requires a locus and substrate for its per- 
formance. For if there is no ethical subject, then there is also no heteronomy. 
Thus, in the self-knowledge of the subject, there is also an attempt to reach out 
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to the heteronomous, divine Other. Ghazālī drew on Qur’ānic resources in 
order to make this link. “There are numerous signs [of the divine] in the earth 
for people of sound understanding," says the Qur'an, "as well as in your own 
selves. Will you not then reflect?" "* The perfection of the soul takes place when 
it internalizes and imprints the divine signs in such a manner that the sign 
and soul become indistinguishable. Perfection, Ghazali reminds us, occurs 
when the soul/self “is engraved with the essence of the divine commands 
and is united with it, as if it [soul /self ] is it [the divine commands].””* So the 
soul/self is, indeed, the locus for the incarnation of the divine commands in 
terms of immersion and total obedience to the divine. This is attainable after 
extensive purification through self-mortification, which then manifests itself 
in happiness. 

While it may appear that Ghazali advocated complete immersion in the 
divine Other, there is a certain indeterminacy about his understanding of au- 
tonomy. While the essence of ethics is heteronomous, there remains a limi- 
nal space within his ethical paradigm for a notion of autonomy. Of course, 
Ghazali did not use the term “autonomy,” but, in my reading, he neverthe- 
less described a liminal, indeterminate autonomy. It was not an autonomy 
of reason, but rather one of aesthetics. Whatever the ethical command is to 
which the subject yields, the source and measure of the experience lies within 
the subject. It is the subject who experiences it, and the experience is unique 
to the subject. Ghazali orchestrated a number of concepts and ideas to con- 
struct the aesthetic dimension of the self. Specifically, he used metaphorical 
terms. His imagery was that of spiritual geography, which he mobilized from 
Qur’anic narratives. Most of it related to the search of the prophet Moses for 
divine intimacy. The key terms are mountain (/r), riverbed (wadz), and burn- 
ing brand (gabas).’° He also deployed other Qur’anic imagery in order to sig- 
nify a spiritual subjectivity with key phrases such as “blessed riverbed” (wadi 
al-aymani, 28:30), “bank of the blessed riverbed” (shati al-wadi al-aymani, 28:30), 
“light-giving lamp” (siraj munir, 33:46), “spirit of our command” (rah min am- 
rinā, 42:52), "live coal” (_jidbwa, 20:10), and “flame” (shibab, 27:7). Moses’s en- 
counter with the divine presence took place near the “blessed river,” where he 
went in search of combustible items to provide warmth (és#i/a’) for his com- 
panions. Instead, he found divine warmth in a sanctified riverbed. 

For Ghazali, these metaphors represented the aesthetic sensibility that one 
experiences as a subject: it is the aesthetic dimension of any kind of subjec- 
tivity, irrespective of whether that subjectivity is in search of the divine or is 
the subject of artistic, ethical, or musical discourse. This aesthetic sensibility 
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is designated as dhawgq, or intuitive cognition, literally meaning “taste.” As 
a judgment of taste, our aesthetic sensibility is related to the most intimate 
human feelings, pleasures, and sensations, which are intuitively experienced. 
But as an aesthetic judgment, it can also be shared with others and explained 
to others by means of language, regardless of the inadequacy of language to 
carry such meaning and communicate it. And it is not only a self-indulgent 
aesthetic pleasure. One can also forge interpersonal agreement on aesthetic 
meanings, even if such agreement is always incomplete. Thus, human beings 
can agree on aesthetic questions without exhausting their meanings. In that 
sense, taste (dhawgq) signifies the autonomy of the moral and ethical judgment 
that is exercised by the subject. Only someone who has himself sat in front 
of a fire can warm himself and experience heat, says Ghazali. One who has 
heard about the warm hearth cannot experience the heat. Similarly, only one 
who hears music being played can enjoy its rhythms; it is not enough to read 
the score. 

Aesthetic sensibility is, Ghazali clarified, “discovery through experience” 
(wijdan)."” This experience, too, colors one’s understanding; hence, there is a 
free play between imagination and understanding. The purpose of aesthetics, 
says Ghazili, is to illuminate understanding with a deep imagination. What 
sets intuitive knowledge, or gnosis (%rfan), apart from discursive knowledge 
is that the former is flush with imagination, while the latter has much less of 
it. One is exposed to the aesthetic imagination through the nondiscursive ex- 
perience and intuitions that mysticism acknowledges.” 

In coming to terms with how to understand and interpret the self, one is 
reminded of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s character Marmeladov in Crime and Pun- 
ishment. Marmeladov encapsulates in his character the dilemmas of autonomy, 
subjectivity, and the wounded rationalism found at the core of a heterono- 
mous ethics. Heteronomy reaches its apogee when Marmeladoy, like Hallaj 
or perhaps even Ibn al-Kurayti, cries out: “Crucify, oh judge, crucify me, but 
pity your victim! Then I will come to you to be crucified, for I thirst for afflic- 
tion and weeping, not for merriment.”’” Marmeladov in his soliloquy is con- 
fident that the Lord will forgive every human being, even those with the most 
beastly characters. Aghast at the idea that the Lord will give blanket amnesty 
to sinners, the learned and wise men object, proclaiming: “Lord, why dost 
Thou receive these?” The reply given to the wise men goes to the heart of the 
human dilemma. The human dilemma is precisely the ability to experience a 
devastating paradox. Only a heteronomous ethics can effectively shed some 
light on this paradox. Surprisingly, Ghazali in the case of Kurayti and Dos- 
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toevsky in the case of Marmeladov both resolved the ethical transgression of 
their characters within a framework of heteronomy. Ghazali would not have 
disagreed with Dostoevsky’s reply, as stated in the voice of the Lord: “I receive 
them, oh ye wise men,” says the Lord. “I receive them, oh ye learned ones, 
inasmuch as not one of these has deemed himself worthy.” *° This is a shat- 
tering response, filled with irony and paradox, tropes that a heteronomous 
ethics, with its logic of practice, is best equipped to handle through narrative. 
For the core values, if we may call them that, in a heteronomous ethics are de- 
ferred to a time outside serial time when the ego is obliterated and only the 
narrative remains. Dostoyevsky writes: “And He will stretch out his arms to 
us, and we shall fall at His feet and weep, and we shall understand all things. 
Then we shall understand, . . . and all shall understand." *' 


The Tradition teaches men how to cross the desert, and how their 
children should marry. The Tradition says that an oasis is neutral ter- 
ritory, because both sides have oases, and so both are vulnerable. . . . 
But the Tradition also says that we should believe the messages of 
the desert. Everything we know was taught to us by the desert. 

— Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist 


Technologies of the Self 
and Self-Knowledge 


Alchemy of the Law 


How did Ghazali sustain the self, balancing between discursive knowledge 
and experience? In other words, what technologies did he propose in order to 
give a unique shape to the self, and what was the nature of his ethical power 
and authority? Early pietists—and later jurists, theologians, and scholars in 
general—were preoccupied with the cultivation of the self through elabo- 
tate sequences of practices, specialized disciplines, literature, and institutions. 
Ghazai’s contribution to adab and fiqh, cumulatively referred to as ethics, was 
his ability to draw on the established vocabulary and give it a fresh interpre- 
tive gloss. In terms of method, one of the first things he did was examine how 
certain terms had undergone a corruption or change over time, denoted as 
“catachresis.” One such term is the word /igh, meaning “understanding,” “dis- 
cernment,” or “intelligibility.”’ Over time, the term figh increasingly came to 
be used in the very narrow sense of “positive law.” The renowned philosopher 
Abi Nast al-Farabi, for instance, described fig, ot the art of jurisprudence, 
in analogical terms. Jurisprudence, in his view, meant to transfer to acts for 
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which there are no given ethical values those values that are known and given 
on the ground that the two acts —the act with a known value and the act with 
an unknown value — share certain essential properties.” 

While Ghazali was aware of this formal definition of law, which was com- 
mon among jurists and philosophers alike, he was not interested in it or others 
like it. In fact, the positivistic definition of the discipline of law, he pointed 
out, was contrary to the usage and meaning of the term figh among the first 
community of Muslims. During the prophetic and immediate post-prophetic 
era of Islam, Ghazali argued, /igh meant the “knowledge of the path to the 
afterlife and cognition of the subtle perils afflicting the soul, as well as those 
actions that corrupt good deeds; the capacity to grasp the insignificance of 
the world and the burning curiosity to experience the pleasures of the after- 
life with a heart overwhelmed by reverential awe [for the divine]."? 

“Discernment” ( fig) and the ability to "discern" (/zfaqqub) were highly 
valorized in Ghazali’s lexicon. The word /igh has been used to denote the rules 
of positive law because positive law is the outcome of the process of discern- 
ment. Yet Ghazali was disillusioned with the jurists ( fuqaha’) for their inability 
to discern what he deemed to be the true meaning of things, namely, the 
transformation that the practices prescribed by the law should bring about 
in the legal and moral subject. In the Balance of Deeds, he postulated another 
meaning for figh. The real purpose of the discursive sciences is to find a reli- 
able manner by way of personal intellectual effort (Zi£ibad ) to discern the state 
of the soul /self (nafs).* And Ghazali became increasingly emphatic that the 
primary concern of the law should be not so much establishing rules as dem- 
onstrating a concern for the state of the soul, or self. 

Ghazali's notion of figh as discernment of the self resonated well with cer- 
tain antecedents in the pietist-juristic tradition. The founder of the Hanafi 
school, Nu‘man b. Thabit (d. 150/767), better known as Abii Hanifa, defined 
fiqh as “the cognition of the soul /self as to its rights and its duties.”* To state it 
in slightly different terms, figh, then, is the self-cognition of one's duties and 
responsibilities. The latter conception of figh has a deeply entrenched geneal- 
ogy in the tradition that has been displaced especially by more positivistic in- 
terpretations that emerged in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Among 
the scholars of the formative period, the sense of fiqh described by Ghazālī was 
well established. Hence, the highly reputed eighteenth-century Indian ency- 
clopedist Muhammad A‘la al-Tahanawi demonstrates how the early scholars 
recovered the substance of Abii Hanifa’s description of the self-cognition of 
rights and duties. He applies Abü Hanifa's meaning to both his own defini- 
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tion of conventional positive law ( /igh) and his definition of the science of 
proper conduct ( %/m al-sulak).° Clearly, there is a great deal of fluidity between 
the disciplines of ethics (Gm al-akhlaq and “lm al-tasawwuf ) and the science of 
positive law. Ghazali, building on this tradition, tried to suggest that the disci- 
plines of law and ethics are two strands of a double helix, and that ideally one 
should look at the complementary genetic material in each and not view each 
as separate, which one does to the detriment of both law and ethics. 

In fact, Ibn Khaldün perceptively points out that Ghazali combined two 
genealogies, or narratives, of what came to be known later as “the science 
of transaction.”’ One genealogy corresponds with what Ibn Khaldün called 
the mysticism (asawwuf ) of the first generation of Muslims, which was epito- 
mized by the mystic Harith al-Muhasibi. It combines the purification of the 
heart with the observation of the law. Thus, human actions produce the ap- 
propriate pious effect on both the inner and the outer self, culminating in the 
seeker becoming an expert at “inner discernment” ( /igh al-batin). The other 
tradition was pioneered by Abi al-Qasim al-Qushayri and Abū Hafs al-Suhra- 
wardi (d. 632/1234), and its goal is to bring the seeker “supreme happiness” 
(alsa āda al-kubra) by means of spiritual enlightenment. In pursuing this 
method, the seeker develops a unique integrity (éstigama)’ within the self, 
which enables the seeker to avoid sin and remain obedient. After a prolonged 
engagement in this state of piety, the chances increase that the divine mys- 
teties will be unveiled to the seeker. Ibn Khaldün argues that Ghazali, in his 
Resuscitation, distilled the core elements of each genealogy and then combined 
both into his own presentation of the science of transaction. 

By recuperating these earlier iterations of the essential meaning of figh at 
the core of the “science of transaction,” and especially by emphasizing self- 
reformation, Ghazali developed an ethical theory that stressed self-knowl- 
edge, or self-intelligibility, which in the end would result in self-production, 
or auto-poiesis. The Prophet Muhammad, he argued, due to his status as 
Prophet, was intuitively endowed to be a “discerner of the soul/self” (_fagih 
al-nafs)—in short, one who possessed self-knowledge. Given the perfection of 
his soul, the Prophet did not need to engage in the discursive process of in- 
tellectual effort (Z/ibad ). However, Ghazali hastened to add that anyone other 
than a prophet who wishes to attain such a level of self-intelligibility by exclu- 
sively relying on the help of ascetic practices is actually being overambitious. 
Ascetic practices are necessary, but these must, as a matter of necessity, be 
coupled with discursive knowledge based on investigation and inquiry.” Of 
course, it is more than apparent that Ghazālī worked hard at moderating his 
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tone in order not to sound as if he was saying that the stifi path was the ex- 
clusive path by which one can attain happiness, even though in his own view 
it was the ideal one. 

To counter any scurrilous charge of monasticism and isolationism, he re- 
peatedly warned that his personal bias favoring knowledge of the afterlife 
need not be interpreted as causing him to feel contempt for other disciplines 
that are essential to the discursive tradition. To gain mastery in any disci- 
pline requires arduous training, he added. At first, any disciplining of the self 
causes difficulty and requires constraint. But, with practice, the disposition 
becomes natural. This applies equally to training for long-distance running 
and to practicing in the art of calligraphy. To become a discerner of the spirit 
— or to acquire “self-intelligibility,” as I prefer to describe it—is to be subject 
to an elaborate process of self-reflection. This means one must learn about the 
various conditions that afflict the soul and then, on the basis of that knowl- 
edge, become a master at offering advice in ethical matters. The training pro- 
cess and experiences involved are similar to those required in order to become 
a conventional jurist. Similarly, intuitive knowledge requires regular practice 
until one develops a habit of understanding the phenomena of the spirit in 
such a manner that it becomes a spontaneous part of one’s identity. Those 
who seek to improve the condition of their souls will not reach perfection in a 
one-night vigil, Ghazali cautions.’” Self-development is a gradual process of 
growth, and one should guard against complacency and against regular minor 
infractions that may deter progress. True happiness comes when one’s facul- 
ties are so attuned to the divine patterns that obedience to God becomes a 
pleasure and committing a sin is instinctively experienced as reprehensible." 

Another way to construe this is to say that through the concept of the dis- 
cernment of the self ( /igh a/-nafs) Ghazali was making a push toward a deonto- 
logical foundation for law.'* By interiorizing his renovated understanding of 
the law, Ghazali moved against the grain of universalizing an exterior law that 
was often viewed as lacking in sensitivity to social conscience. Linking the 
literal rule of law to an understanding of the self, which in turn connects law 
to the divine, is a move that is consistent with the proclamation, “Whosoever 
knows the self has indeed known their Sustainer [Man 'arafa nafsabu fa gad arafa 
rabbabu]." And, indeed, the one who understands the self also comprehends 
the knowledge that paves the way to felicity in the hereafter. This is an auda- 
cious and radical thought, even in a sense perilous. For by this radical move, 
Ghazali took the law out of the narrative of justice and enunciated it, even in- 
scribed it, in mystical authority, as in the Abrahamic call, “Iam here Lord, at 
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your service [Labbayk, allabumma labbayk|.” By connecting the law to the self, 
one that is dyed in the “color of the Divine” (stbghat Allah), Ghazali placed 
the interiorized alterity of the law above reason and universality. The self- 
comprehending and self-understanding subject bypasses the universalizing 
narrative of reason and justice and takes refuge in the aesthetics of a beautified 
life: “And who could better decorate a life than God, if only we truly adore 
Him.” '^ Thus, one could say that when Ghazali described the essence of law to 
be located in the self he was making a reference to the irreducible singularity 
of each ethical situation. It is this unique and singular ethical context that is 
inscribed on the self, a self that must of necessity also engage in a dialogical 
relationship with the universal and with the exteriority of the discursive law. 

Therefore, Ghazali was unambiguous about the role of figh as positive law, a 
body of knowledge to which he as a jurist had made significant contributions; 
he did not reject it outright. He knew that the law was routinely prescribed 
by jurists in the external process of self-intelligibility and the acquisition of 
righteousness.'’ Since he was aware that his views could be misinterpreted 
as a rejection of the norms of conventional positive law, he quickly supple- 
mented his comments on the self-intelligibility of the subject. The norms as 
deduced by the jurists, he noted, were indispensable. Here, Ghazali prefig- 
ured what later Western moral philosophers like Thomas Hobbes and others 
would confirm: that the human being, to paraphrase Reinhart Koselleck, is 
embedded in an eternal and immutable legality.'* What made Ghazālī differ- 
ent from some of his peers, and where a Ghazalian understanding of law and 
ethics was radically different from Derridean notions of the mystical founda- 
tions of the law, was that he established a dialogical channel between external 
law and internal law for the comprehending ethical self, or conscience." He 
devised a hybrid concept, conjoining two ideas: he combined intelligibility 
and understanding with the self—that is, fig plus nafs—in order to produce 
self-intelligibility ( /igh al-nafs).”° Ghazali, in fact, employed a whole range of 
terms in his writings to highlight the efficacy of the interiorization of ethics.”" 

Addressing the black-letter jurists, whom he criticized for saying that figh 
only obliges the will in its external action, he forcefully made the counter- 
point that /igh also obliges the inner posture (bafin) and compels the moral 
subject to submit to an ontological call. Self-intelligibility, thus, is the combi- 
nation of knowledge and morality; fact and value are not separate. The facts 
and the values are determined by deep self-reflection as well as comprehensive 
reflection on the world. Therefore, the inner and outer posture of the ethical 
subject — conscience and law — ought to remain in constant conversation with 
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each other; otherwise, they will part ways, much to the detriment of ethics. If 
the will has to submit with pure and exclusive intentionality to the command 
of the law, then such a will ought to be grounded in the transcendent onto- 
logical space of the self. It is at this point that the dialogical relationship be- 
tween conscience (ontology /fact) and law (epistemology /knowledge) is most 
acute. While we know that the law comes from outside the self, we simulta- 
neously recognize that the locus of the law is both the body and the self. In 
other words, engagement with the law cannot just dispense with an exterior 
formality of acquiescence: it requires an embodied subjectivity. Ethics in the 
Ghazalian key, one might say, means a bid to sustain the dialogical as well as 
the performative aspects of the law. This occurs through the symphonic re- 
lationship of the external action performed by the limbs to the inner posture 
of the conscience. For what Ghazali effectively did was combine ethos with 
poiesis. In fact, this combination is not as outlandish as it may sound at first 
blush. The contemporary Doha-based and Egyptian-born Muslim scholar 
and jurist Shaykh Yüsuf al-Qaradawi put the same proposition slightly dif- 
ferently. In a booklet on Ghazali published some years ago, he urged future 
researchers to probe how Ghazali infused ethics into mysticism and how he 
managed to inject spirituality into ethics.” That question goes exactly to the 
heart of the matter, which is to investigate how mystical poetics, or art, leavens 
the study of the law and ethics (ethos). 

It is, of course, possible that a universal law (hukm) could be in tension 
with the subjective and ahistorical authority of the law. Could this then create 
a situation where the universality of justice is in contradiction with the ethi- 
cal intuitions of subjectivity? Put differently, can conscience intervene in the 
performance of the outer law, especially in the light of changed and altered 
subjectivities? Can the ethical content of the law be realigned with the righ- 
teousness of the law through a dialogic of conscience? From the Ghazālian 
perspective, this is in theory possible, but the theory has thus far remained 
untested and unexplored. In the same way that the human is embedded in 
legality, in the Ghazālian scheme legality in turn is embedded in the purest 
dimension of the self and conscience. The dialogic of action and conscience 
may be intense, but it is indispensable; without an intense dialogic, a histori- 
cal textual tradition of ethics will face insurmountable challenges. 

This prompts another question. Can an ethical subject be freed from the 
cultural particularity of the originary moment (the enunciating moment) of 
an ethical tradition and its subjectivity? How the ethical subject can transcend 
the particularity of the historical moment of the enunciation of her ethics 
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while still retaining a historical subjectivity is a major question in contempo- 
rary Muslim ethics. The dialogical imagination offers the possibility that one 
may negotiate subjectivity in temporality. For one may have to consider the 
effects of heteroglossia on language and from there explore the possibilities 
of a new ethics in relation to changing social contexts. Temporality is part 
of subjectivity. Thus, if an insurmountable contradiction, or aporia, arises 
in which the demands of conscience are irreconcilable with the external law, 
it will only be a temporary conflict; ideally, the dialogical process will, over 
time, attempt reconciliation, synchronization, and restoration. 

Irrespective of whether one seeks esoteric knowledge through inspiration 
and revelatory means or by way of discursive reasoning, it is imperative that 
one’s faculties be disciplined by the routines of disciplinary practices. Reedu- 
cating the desires, in short, is a critical part of ethical formation.” Both rea- 
son and knowledge are critical to self-transformation in order to achieve the 
true discernment of the self, Ghazali argues. Practically, Ghazali points out, 
we need three types of knowledge in order to advance on the path of self- 
knowledge.” The first is psychology, knowledge that provides an understand- 
ing of the self and the possible ways in which self-discipline can be exercised. 
The second is skills related to domestic management. Here, knowledge rele- 
vant to raising children and taking care of dependents, such as wives, hus- 
bands, children, family members, and, in his day, slaves, comes into play. The 
third is knowledge of politics and the skills to manage the polis, where juris- 
prudence and civil administration are critical requirements. Harmony in the 
three spheres — personal, family, and political —he believed, creates the opti- 
mum conditions for the realization of true happiness. Knowledge is central 
to all three spheres, and in order for this knowledge to flourish three facul- 
ties have to be trained and disciplined. Ghazali’s three faculties (guwwa, pl. 
quwwat) are the faculty of contemplation or reason (tafakkur, ot fikriya ‘aqliya), 
the faculty of desire, or appetite (shabwa), and the faculty of anger (ghadab).” 
These three faculties partially correspond to Plato’s three elements of the soul, 
namely, intellect, desire, and emotion. 

The refinement of the contemplative faculty results in wisdom (ikma), says 
Ghazālī, as promised in the Qur’an: “He gives wisdom to whom he pleases; 
and the one to whom wisdom has been given, has received much good.”* 
One endowed with a refined contemplative faculty can easily make a judgment 
between truth and falsehood in doctrinal matters. Such a person can distin- 
guish between truth and untruth in speech and can discriminate between acts 
that are aesthetically pleasing and those that are abominable. The contempla- 
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tive faculty is intimately connected to epistemological, ethical, and aesthetic 
sensibilities. By refining the appetite, moreover, one acquires the virtue of ab- 
stinence (fa) in order to avoid indecent acts. And in refining the faculty of 
anger, finally, one attains temperance (Ai/m), the ability to show restraint and 
thus acquire courage (shwja‘a). As long as the latter two faculties — desire and 
anger —are governed by contemplative reason, a certain amount of harmony, 
equilibrium, and justice (‘ada/a) is achieved between the various faculties. 
Ghazali believed that once the faculties are educated they not only perform 
harmoniously but also reach, in his view, the highest ethical standard, which 
is the fulcrum of prophetic teachings. At that point, perfection in faith is syn- 
onymous with excellence in character. Ghazali cites a report of the Prophet 
Muhammad in support of his claim. “The most perfect of you in faith,” the 
Prophet said, “is the one who attains excellence in character and is most kind 
to his kin.” In Ghazali’s words, one only attains equilibrium (‘add/a) and har- 
mony when one’s actions coincide with “the aggregate of most noble virtues of 
the revealed norms [ jumma‘ makarim al-shari‘a).”*" It is with the perfection of 
the three primary faculties that the self acquires “sovereignty” over the body. 
The idea of justice and equilibrium (‘ada/a) features prominently in Gha- 
zali’s thought, where it is almost akin to the tripartite Platonic schema in the 
Republic. It has not only a material and corporeal manifestation but also a cos- 
mic resonance. In order to understand the place of equilibrium in Muslim 
ethical thought, it is helpful to refer to Raghib al-Isfahani. Whenever the word 
“equilibrium” ( ada/a) is used, Isfahani tells us, it is always relational, either to 
humans or to God.” In relation to humans, it is a disposition (Aaya) that in 
potentia means to demand some amount of equivalence and én actu means to ap- 
portion according to an amount of leveling and equality. When equilibrium is 
used with reference to God, it does not again signify a disposition, but rather 
signifies how God’s actions become manifest with an unsurpassable sensibility 
of “harmony” (#tizam). Humans who strive to acquire a sense of justice per- 
fect virtue and realize the disposition to accomplish such an act. Sometimes, 
all virtues are called justice, and occasionally justice is called the most beau- 
tiful virtue.” Işfahānī captures this meaning in his exegesis of the Qur’ānic 
verses “He revealed the Book with the truth and provided the measure [mizan|” 
and “He elevated the firmament and placed [therein] the measure | mizan].”*° 
Isfahani renders the Arabic word mizan, literally meaning “scale,” “balance,” 
or “measure,” as metonymically meaning “justice,” “harmony,” and “equilib- 
rium.” He glosses his interpretation with a prophetic report that states, “The 
heaven and earth is framed on justice [ 4d/ |.”** The harmony of the cosmos, 
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for Ghazali and generations of Muslim scholars, rested on the realization of 
justice. Justice thus not only has a value in terms of personal ethics and the 
training of the faculties, which is a primary goal, but also inhabits all realms, 
from the private to the public to the cosmic. Realigning personal justice with 
public and cosmic justice makes the realization of justice the main goal of the 
sharia, the revealed norm of God.” 

The noted fourteenth-century Hanbali jurist Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya 
(d. 751/1350) eloquently defined shari‘a with justice as its centerpiece: 


The foundation of the sharia is wisdom and the safeguarding of people’s 
interests in this world and the next. In its entirety, it is justice, mercy, and 
wisdom. Every rule that transcends justice to tyranny, mercy to its oppo- 
site, the good to evil, and wisdom to triviality does not belong to the shari‘a, 
although it might have been introduced into it by implication. The sharia 
is God’s justice and mercy amongst His people. Life, nutrition, medicine, 
light, recuperation, and virtue are made possible by it. Every good that 
exists is derived from it, and every deficiency in being results from its loss 
and dissipation. . . . For the sharia, which God entrusted His prophet to 
transmit, is the pillar of the world and the key to success and happiness in 
this world and the next.” 


What Ibn Qayyim does is render the shari‘a into abstract principles. This 
is akin to creating a Muslim version of a moral law, except that the moral 
law in this case is not natural law but revealed law. The revealed moral law is 
neither an oracle nor a legislature, but rather a discursive tradition intimately 
tied to actions of the body and conditions of the soul and self. Therefore, 
education is important, as is discipline, in inculcating a harmony between 
body and soul. Indeed, this education challenged Ghazali, insofar as he relied 
exclusively on experiences derived from subjective süft practices. For when 
pressed as to whether he was advocating a new ethical project based on mys- 
ticism (/asawmuf ), he momentarily equivocated about its place in his ethical 
scheme.” In a rhetorical interlude with a fictional interlocutor who asks if one 
can independently determine whether what the sūfīs say is true or false, Gha- 
zali retorts: “This book is not about providing demonstrable proofs about 
truth and falsehood in these matters, but it is about counsel [wasdyd] to alert 
the heedless ones.” ** 

The pedagogical project Ghazali had in mind involved an extensive culti- 
vation of the appropriate faculties and sentiments in order to give rise to the 
proper virtues. Knowledge (7/z) and the intellect (24/) ate critical compo- 
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nents in the realm of education. “Knowledge,” says Ghazali, “is the worship 
of the soul, and in the lexicon of revelation [shar‘] it is called the worship of 
the heart.” *° On the other hand, this education cannot take place in isolation 
from society, despite Ghazali's desire to create opportunities for novices to 
isolate themselves from worldly engagements for some time in order to con- 
template and acquire enlightenment, which in his words occurs when the se- 
crets of the kingdom of the heavens and the earth are disclosed. But society is 
the ideal habitat for humans, since we are essentially social animals who can 
only survive as collectivities.*” Notwithstanding his criticism of the juridical 
practices in his day, Ghazali felt that the rule of law was absolutely essential to 
advance equity (‘ad/) and principle (ganin) in social practices; without these, 
chaos would reign.?* Ghazali the jurist, in the end, still believed that law had 
a role in worldly concerns and that it possibly offered the best elaboration of 
the principle of justice, a concept he did not neglect in his late süfi phase. 

Ghazālī's own life crises forced him to understand the civil war between 
conscience and action—the obligation to uphold the law while at the same 
time making sure that the law is just and fair. He understood the dialogic be- 
tween conscience and deed. Few grasped the notion of exile (Aira) the way 
he did; he then went on to substitute physical exile by exiling the conscience 
to a state of good. But if there was one arena in which Ghazali struggled for 
most of life, then it was with knowledge, its certainties and contingencies, 
even after his mystical turn. In his engagement with ethics, he could not im- 
pott the entire narrative of mysticism without alienating his audiences. 


Grounds for Ethics: Epistemology and Praxis 


Ghazali succinctly traced the place of knowledge and action in Muslim 
thought. Knowledge, he pointed out, only has a reality in an embodied form. 
In fact, knowledge has a “virtual” quality of producing aesthetic delight. He 
explained: 


The pleasure an intellectual [ zZz, literally “learned person” | gains from 
his knowledge does not go unnoticed. He gains even more pleasure when 
he makes discoveries in the resolution of complex matters, especially when 
these relate to the kingdom of the heavens and earth and matters divine. 
This is an enjoyment that cannot be understood unless one has experienced 
the bliss of unveiling the mysteries. . . . This is an unending pleasure, be- 
cause there is neither limit to knowledge nor any competition in this re- 
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gard. For the true student, knowledge expands no matter how many may 
seek it. Affection, for an intellectual, grows in proportion to the growth 
of his conversation partners. It is especially delightful when knowledge is 
sought for its own sake and not for worldly gain and leadership.” 


Ghazali points out that the sanctity of knowledge brings “perpetual honor” 
to its bearers. The learned, he says, are the envy of both the powerful and the 
wealthy. Because people of power and privilege realize that they are dispens- 
able while the learned are indispensable, they envy the learned." Knowledge 
not only creates self-awareness but also has the salient quality of making the 
individual reflective and independent in thought; it immunizes against futile 
conventions and motivates one to seek perfection and introspection. 

Ghazali uses an analogy from medicine to illustrate his point. A patient 
who strictly follows the physician's instructions regarding medication and 
diet will no doubt experience a certain form of healing. But a patient who 
not only follows the physician’s advice but in addition tries to understand the 
cause of the disease by way of personal research and investigation will enjoy a 
different kind of healing. Additional information about the nature of the dis- 
ease not only provides the patient with a better understanding of the illness 
but also enlightens as to its cure. The difference between the two patients, 
says Ghazali, is that the second person transcends conventions of imitation 
and authority in order to gain insight." 

Knowledge and insight are essential requirements for self-understanding. 
Knowledge enlightens and motivates; it is a virtue in and of itself, and there- 
fore it has a sanctity. But since knowledge is not an uncontested phenomenon, 
it is not the exclusive grounds for moral conduct. In moral philosophy, says 
Ghazali, we make decisions as to what is good or detestable on one of two 
grounds. In some cases, we decide something is good or bad on the basis of a 
commitment to normatively revealed discourse (554774). As he put it, we show 
“obedience to the ultimate order by acquiescing to normative discourses [a/- 
tadayyum bi a-sbaraT |." At other times, we choose what is morally good or 
bad on the basis of subjective motives (aghrad ); in other words, our decisions 
are based on inclinations fuelled by personal preferences.” 

Ordinarily, we use the words “good” and “bad” in a very loose manner. In 
so doing, Ghazali reminds us, we are inattentive to the subjective nature of our 
ethical decisions. Contrary to the rationalist Muʻtazilī theologians, who ar- 
gued that things and acts are intrinsically and inherently good or bad, Ghazali, 
in line with the Ash‘ati theologians, maintained a different opinion. From 
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Ghazili’s perspective, good and detestable are not qualities that are attached 
to the essence of things, but rather are qualities that are discursively mediated 
by theology. He conceded that goodness and detestability can be rationally 
comprehended, but he nevertheless maintained that good and bad are both 
“relational predicates” (awsaf idaftya).'This means that they are not essential 
properties but rather contingent attributes that adhere to things, substances, 
and human acts. 

Opposed to the view of Ghazali and the Ash‘aris is the Mu'tazili claim that 
moral judgments inhere in the essence of things, substances, and acts— that 
they are “essential predicates” (awsaf dhatiya).* Illustrating his view, Ghazali 
argued that we are often oblivious to our prejudices when declaring something 
to be detestable. When we say something is “detestable in itself,” we ignore 
the fact that the real reason we say so is a psychological one. The object we 
dislike is contrary to our inclinations, and thus we deem it detestable. Or we 
say that something is “absolutely detestable,” ignoring others who may find 
the very same thing attractive. In fact, Ghazali insisted, we declare things to 
be good when they correspond to our subjective inclinations and deem them 
bad when they conflict with our inclinations.“ 

In order to demonstrate that even consensus cannot impose moral values, 
he pointed out that the very fact that human beings differ in their judgments 
as to what is good or bad is in itself sufficient proof that good and bad are not 
essential qualities. Likewise, norms provided by a divine legislator are also 
subjective and do not necessarily cohere with any rational norm. For this rea- 
son, a revealed normative code advances what is deemed good or detestable 
irrespective of whether the acts in themselves cause us benefit or harm. 

Indeed, as a rule, we understand almost intuitively that speaking a lie is a 
detestable deed. However, imagine, says Ghazālī, that a pious and morally up- 
tight person, or a prophet for that matter, seeks your assistance because agents 
of a despotic king or frenzied, loutish killers are pursuing him. In order to 
protect the person in question, you offer him safety and refuge in your home. 
When the enemies come and knock at your door in search of the fugitive, do 
you speak a lie and say he is not in your home? Would it be deemed a de- 
testable act if you spoke a lie to the persons pursuing him with murderous or 
harmful intent? Would you be regarded as a dishonest person if you deflected 
them with a ruse? Ghazali's response to these last two questions was an un- 
equivocal “No.” Detestability is not intrinsically related to lying, for telling a 
lie in the circumstance described above saves the life of an innocent person. 
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Saving a life is certainly not a detestable act; in fact, it is obligatory to rescue 
a person in such mortal danger. 

The Muttazilis, Ghazali rhetorically pointed out, who deemed killing to 
be inherently detestable, also permitted capital punishment as a just recom- 
pense for murder and allowed the killing of animals for food. Surely, argues 
Ghazālī, an essential attribute does not change according to circumstances.*° 
Killing should under all circumstances be a “single reality or essence,” and 
hence consistently detestable, if detestability is an essential attribute of any 
act. Something as detestable as killing is justified for purposes ranging from 
capital punishment to killing for food, just as speaking a lie is justified in 
order to save someone’s life, says Ghazali. In order to justify such actions, 
we must conceive of good and detestability as nonessential qualities, or re- 
lational predicates, that are relative to circumstances and conditions: we kill 
for certain motives and ends. We admit that on occasion our own subjective 
consciousness creates within us an illusory belief that something is bad. For 
instance, on seeing a speckled rope, one might mistakenly believe it to be a 
snake and recoil in fear. Similarly, one would be repelled at the idea of drink- 
ing water from a water fountain that resembled a urinal. The only valid rea- 
son why we perform good deeds and refrain from committing bad ones is to 
comply to authority, whose sanctions deter us. 

We also deem something to be good or detestable, Ghazali points out, on 
the grounds of a subjective assessment of our own best interests (masalih). 
Here, it is possible to see that the command theory of moral philosophy, or 
subjectivist ethical philosophy, made sense to Ghazali. He found several flaws 
in the Mu'tazilis' objectivist theory of morality. In the grand scheme of moral 
philosophy, Ghazali's account was clearly aligned to a notion of divine vol- 
untarism. It may also be the only narrative among existing explanations that 
is convincing to many adherents of religion. For if one follows the Mut tazilis 
and their objectivist moral philosophy that good and bad inhere in acts, then 
several vexing questions remain unanswered. We know, for instance, that the 
offspring of Adam and Eve engaged in what we today call incestuous rela- 
tionships in order to procreate. Camel meat was prohibited for the ancient 
Israelites but not for the Ishmaelites, the progenitors of today’s Arabs. Ratio- 
nalist explanations cannot provide convincing answers as to why Muslims and 
orthodox Jews should not eat pork, especially when such meat can be culti- 
vated in extremely hygienic conditions free from disease. Earlier ratiocina- 
tions stated that pig meat was infected with disease, a view that no longer has 
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any scientific credence." Nor can reason explain why Muslims are required 
to abstain from alcoholic beverages if good and detestability are not attached 
to the essence of wine. In fact, Ghazali offered what resemble cultural ratio- 
cinations to explain why people adhere to dietary rules. They serve, he says, 
as markers of distinction between different religious communities. In the ab- 
sence of rationalism as a convincing ground for moral reasoning, ethics as 
the command of the sovereign makes eminent sense. 

In his view, the dispute about good and detestable boils down to epis- 
temology. At the heart of the disagreement between the Mu'tazilis and the 
Ash‘atis was their disagreement about what constitutes knowledge. Given the 
inescapable element of human subjectivity, ethical matters, too, cannot es- 
cape this dilemma. Those inclined toward rationality like the Mu'tazilis try 
hard to argue that knowledge in and of itself is objectively verifiable. The 
Mu'tazilis conceded that people might disagree about the sources of knowl- 
edge, but it was unthinkable to them that people could disagree about what 
constituted knowledge itself.** 

Ghazali explained that the reason for disagreement was the lack of consen- 
sus about this very issue. For if there were to be an objective and self-evident 
standard for establishing knowledge, there obviously would be no disagree- 
ment in the first place.*” Ghazali then argued that if killing and causing pain to 
animals were an inherently detestable act then both he and his Mu'tazili oppo- 
nents would instinctively have agreed to its detestability. They did not agree 
because they disagreed about what constituted the elusive facts of knowledge. 
While both sides recognized that animals experience pain, they nevertheless 
agreed to eat animal meat on different grounds of reason, or as a result of 
different kinds of reasoning. That difference in reasoning was itself an indi- 
cation of disagreement about what constitutes knowledge. 

A very important point that Ghazali stresses is that knowledge construc- 
tion, or epistemology, is intrinsically and intuitively related to certain values. 
These values cannot be verified empirically. Instead, they are subjectively, 
if not surreptitiously, inserted into the knowledge equation, a fact that the 
Mu'tazilis failed to grasp. So while the Mu'tazilis might have cringed at the 
suffering of animals, they rationalized their meat-eating habits on the ground 
that God would reward the animals in the hereafter for the pain caused them 
in serving as a source of animal protein for humans. Ghazali disagreed with 
this reasoning. He had no qualms about the pain caused to animals, believ- 
ing it to be a commendable thing in that God was at liberty to cause ani- 
mals pain. Unlike the Mu'tazilis, Ghazalt was not sure whether causing ani- 
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mals pain at the time of slaughtering was either a crime or a deed worthy of 
rewatd.^? 

Thus, in order to escape the epistemological quandary and endless con- 
testation, the Ash‘aris opted for an antiessentialist ground for establishing 
goodness and detestability, namely, the idea that values are provided by divine 
revelation and prophetic authority and that we are thus compelled to abide 
by these imperatives. Both good and bad are subjective values, since they are 
not grounded in any universal, absolute theory of objectivity. Reason can to 
some extent provide us with secondary reasons in order to make us under- 
stand why something is good or detestable and thus make the realities more 
palatable, but there are instances when reason cannot fully explain the ratio- 
nales behind certain commands. 

If good and bad are not empirically verifiable, then why do human beings 
live virtuous and ethical lives and conduct themselves accordingly? To this 
question, Ghazali has an unequivocal answer: in order to attain happiness. In 
theory, if one wishes to attain happiness, one will have to make certain choices 
and take responsibility for those choices. Surprisingly, he refrained from say- 
ing that one is virtuous because God’s law commands one to be virtuous. In- 
stead, he chose the rational language of ethical formation, arguing that hap- 
piness is the end of a virtuous life. Happiness was, indeed, the centerpiece 
of Ghazali's ethical thought, and he spent much of his life trying to config- 
ure the best way to achieve it. But happiness is not a goal that one attains by 
accident; nor was he interested in material happiness, but rather transcendent 
happiness. It is the ultimate goal of religious life to attain felicity and salva- 
tion in the afterlife. While happiness is primarily an ultimate question, it also 
has a dual role in that it ensures that one is happy in this earthly life. 

The Arabo-Islamic concept of happiness (524a) is similar to eudaemonia, 
the state of having a good indwelling spirit described by some Greek think- 
ers. But happiness, for Ghazali, was not a state, but a striving or a seeking. 
One strives to achieve happiness, but it is never fulfilled. One attains a sense 
of happiness by taking certain steps to create a balance between the three 
faculties of anger, appetite, and knowledge. In this sense, Ghazali’s notion of 
happiness was closer to Aristotle’s understanding of the same concept than 
to the idea of eudaemonia: both believed that happiness is not only a state of 
mind but also an activity in accordance with virtue. However, the state of mind 
that the one who seeks happiness enjoys is not insignificant. Happiness is not 
so much a bodily pleasure as it is the effort expended to reach perfection. To 
expetience the paradisiacal tranquility in one's heart is part of the earthly ex- 
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perience. Nevertheless, happiness is also the desired end of ethical practices. 
One can attain it by fully grasping the ethical imperatives behind the nor- 
mative or revealed prescriptions (sharia) of religion. By combining practices 
with knowledge, one can achieve happiness. “There is no path to happiness,” 
says Ghazālī, "except by means of knowledge and practice." ?' 

If properly assimilated, there is no reason why the untrained or neglected 
self of a person cannot be transformed into a superior and fully illumi- 
nated entity. For Ghazali, this process of change and transformation of the 
human psyche and personality was akin to alchemy, in which low-quality 
metals are transformed into precious metals such as gold and silver. Similarly, 
he believed that a sound ethical system based on praxis—the combination 
of knowledge and practice—must invariably produce a cognizant and self- 
conscious soul. Human beings fully deserve this elevated consciousness as 
carriers of the divine breath. In short, he held that there was a way in which 
the unrestrained human faculties could be trained. A spirit that exclusively 
gravitates toward the material pleasures of the lower self has the potential to 
be elevated to another state. In a transformed state, it can appreciate the de- 
light that faculties endowed with angelic faculties may begin to enjoy. 


Mysticism and Ethics 


Ethicists before Ghazali, whether sifis or humanists — ethicists like Junayd, 
Isfahani, Muhasibi, and Miskawayh — would have agreed with him that ethics 
transforms human character, for if it fails to do so the very purpose of ethics 
is defeated. What is remarkable about Ghazali is that he skillfully synthesized 
several interrelated issues, from questions of epistemology to insights derived 
from the mystical path (¢asawwuf’) and the law ( figh), and gracefully inserted 
these into his ethical project. In the Balance of Deeds, this was masterfully ac- 
complished. At first, the reader is under the impression that this may just 
be another work on ethics, but then the plot is fully revealed, and the reader 
realizes that this is an ethics with a difference. In many respects, it is a con- 
tinuation of the method established by Isfahani in The Means to the Noble Virtues 
of the Revelation (Al-dbari‘aila makarim al-shari‘a) or by Muhasibi in his Counsels 
(AL wasaya). The difference is, of course, that Ghazali established extensive 
theoretical grounds for the adoption of an ethics that was informed by sūfī 
practices. 

Most theologians and jurists who may have otherwise disagreed with Gha- 
zāli on issues related to the mystical path would have agreed with him about 
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the desirability of making believers perform good deeds and practices (amal, 
pl. amal). Orthopraxy, the necessity of performing deeds as a manifestation 
of faith, is something most sects within Islam agree upon. They disagree, 
however, about the status of acts and how these impact the definition of who 
is a believer. Ghazali suggested that his method of self-realization was that 
of süfis. However, he simultaneously maintained that there were also other 
approaches to self-transformation, such as those held by speculative think- 
ets (a-nuzzar min abl al-‘lm), by which he meant the methods adopted by the 
theologians and the jurists —and perhaps even the philosophers. His dual ap- 
proach to ethics and self-transformation was consistent with what he wrote 
in the Resuscitation: that knowledge can be acquired by means of either reve- 
latory disclosures or repeated and consistent moral practices. 

A purposive reading of the Balance of Deeds suggests that while Ghazali pre- 
ferred the method of the siifis, he was also cautious. That led him to prevari- 
cate at first, but it was not the first time that he did so. His hesitation may 
well have been in anticipation of a hostile social reception of his ideas. He re- 
sponded by saying that asking which method was preferable, that of the siifis 
or that of the speculative thinkers, was the wrong question. Speaking person- 
ally by prefacing his comment with the phrase, “the truth as it appears to me,” 
Ghazālī proceeded to say that a simple yes or no answer was unsatisfactory, 
since every response has to take account of the context of the questioner.” A 
firm grounding in discursive knowledge, he says, is clearly preferable, espe- 
cially for novices, for it equips them with the tools of demonstrative proof and 
rational knowledge, which leads to the path of happiness. How many sifis, 
Ghazali asks cynically, get stuck for up to ten years pondering a single idea 
or question that could have easily been resolved if the siifi had been equipped 
with the discursive sciences??? 

Most people, however, should busy themselves with the regular practices 
of religion and the knowledge required to perform these. Only those who 
have the requisite intellectual capital should proceed to study the discursive 
sciences, he says, suggesting that only a few need them.?* Very few people, 
he adds, have the predisposition to be inducted into the path of the sūfīs. 
He was acutely aware that some people who adopted the sifi path of self- 
transformation became physically ill and mentally unstable. Hence, he did 
not recommend it as an appropriate course for everyone. However, Ghazali 
noted these qualifications after he had waxed lyrical about the advantages of 
the sifi path, making it difficult for one to choose any other path. This path 
was only recommended when the novice engaged in a serious effort to purify 
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the heart and strived to eliminate the negative properties of the soul by means 
of acts of self-mortification (mujahada) and the renunciation of worldly ties 
in order to exclusively focus on the divine. With such genuine aspiration in 
place, combined with a thirst for, and a patient waiting for, the divine mercy, 
the chances that the essence of all reality would unfold on the heart of the 
aspirant increased greatly. Just as the true realities of things are unveiled to 
prophets and saints once their souls reach perfection, without any tuition and 
teachings, so similar experiences — albeit at lesser intensities — may be had by 
those seeking out the spiritual path.” 

Just as his notion of the self was heart-centered, Ghazali’s ethics, too, was 
centered on the cleansing of the heart. Two groups of artists, he tells us, one 
Byzantine and one Chinese, were once debating the merits of their respective 
art forms.** A king asked them to compete with each other in order that he 
might assess the merit of their work. Each team was asked to paint on a can- 
vas. While they worked, a divider separated them so each group could not see 
the work of the other. The Byzantine artists daily entered their quarter with a 
variety of paints and brushes. Their Chinese counterparts, surprisingly, used 
neither paints nor brushes. While the Byzantine artists painted their picture, 
the Chinese artists spent the time cleaning, scrubbing, and polishing their 
canvas until it achieved a ravishing brilliance and luster. When the deadline 
arrived, everyone who had observed the work of the two teams was aston- 
ished when the Chinese artists announced that they had completed their as- 
signment.”” 

Upon unveiling their work, the Byzantine artists displayed a beautiful 
painting composed of dazzling colors on their canvas. When the veil was lifted 
on the Chinese side, the clarity of the surface was so brilliant that it at once 
reflected and shone, like a mirror. While it had no visible picture on it, it never- 
theless had an extraordinary beauty that impressed the observers. The Chi- 
nese artists acquired such an extraordinary level of clarity on their canvas that 
it spontaneously captured the silhouette and artistic effects of the Byzantine 
artists’ picture in unimaginable and superior ways. The moral of the story is 
that, like the highly cleansed Chinese canvas, the soul can become a locus to 
capture the reflections of divine knowledge, says Ghazali. By way of acquired 
discursive knowledge, one can attain the divine imprint on the heart in the 
manner that the Byzantine artists did. Or, by way of a divine imprint of gnos- 
tic knowledge, one can have it reflected on the self, as the Chinese artists did. 
If the surface of the heart is purified sufficiently, it can become a receptacle 
of every kind of imaginable beauty. Ghazali favored the Chinese method of 
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creating presence through an absence. His examples suggest his familiarity 
with different kinds of mystical traditions, but he may also have been saying 
something innovative. Viewing something as tangible as a picture is no guar- 
antee that one understands what one sees. What is required is a receptacle, a 
discerning eye, and an interpretive apparatus that can discover the substance 
of any meaning. 


Individual versus Communitarian Authority 


In the previous chapter, I discussed individuality and aesthetic autonomy. 
Now I want to pursue the question: How did Ghazali imagine autonomy in 
matters of knowledge, or epistemology? In Ghazali’s moral economy of ethi- 
cal formation, it is the duty of the moral subject to make knowledge-based 
decisions. Ghazali was certainly aware of the compelling psychological and 
sociological effect that community and group authority can exercise on the 
individual as a moral subject. The term he invoked for “discursive tradition,” 
I believe, is madbhab; he used the plural form, madbahib, to describe those 
persons affiliated to a discursive tradition and whose corporate authority au- 
thenticates knowledge and practices. This is effectively what the classical law 
schools, and to a lesser extent the theological affiliations in the past, were: 
corporate discursive traditions with power and authority. At the end of Ba/- 
ance of Deeds, Ghazali anticipates a question that may arise in the mind of his 
reader. A critic could object, he says, that in this book he presented arguments 
derived from a plurality of discursive traditions, drawing from the sūfīs, the 
Ash‘aris, and the dialectical theologians (mutakalliman). Ate 211 these discur- 
sive traditions true, Ghazali’s interlocutor asks, or is only one of them true? 

The term “discursive tradition” (madbhab), Ghazali argues, is saturated in 
a spectrum of polysemy. The dominant character of a discursive tradition is 
shaped by several sets of factors. One set of factors is the social conditioning, 
socialized prejudice, or bias (/a'assub) that it develops due to acculturation, 
changing social conditions, the education of its members, and the influence 
of ideology.** A second set of factors relates to educational formation and the 
predisposition of the recipients on the grounds of capacity, individual poten- 
tial, ethnic affiliation, and cultural orientation.” And a third set of factors is 
based on the state of the heart and a person’s predisposition to gnostic knowl- 
edge and spiritual unveilings, in which the subject is freed from any preexist- 
ing beliefs and becomes a receptacle, a tabula rasa. 

Ghazali argued that prejudices in favor of a specific discursive tradition or 
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sect become a double-edged sword. Of course, he admits, people are often 
motivated by rivalry and competition. And, on other occasions, bias serves as 
a propaganda tool to ensnare unthinking people in order to further the nefari- 
ous political ends of the advocates of a given viewpoint.” His reading of social 
contexts will please many modern discourse analysts and political observers of 
social conflict, for it is as stunning as it is insightful. Ghazali astutely observes: 


In some parts of the world, whenever there is cohesion in the sect or dis- 
cursive tradition [wadhhab| and those who vie for political office fear that 
they will fail to engender subservience, they proceed to invent issues! They 
then create the impression that it is necessary to create division and pro- 
mote prejudice. So some people will dispute whether the official flag should 
be black or red. One group will say: “The true flag is black.” Another will 
say: “No, it’s the red one!” And so the goals of the leaders are accomplished 
in making the masses subservient to the extent of getting them entangled 
in a false conflict. While the masses mistakenly believe it to be a vital mat- 
ter, the leadership knows fully what the real purpose was in fabricating this 
matter.” 


Ghazali was aware that there is a tension, even at times a conflict, between 
the authority of tradition and the authority and autonomy of an individual to 
make choices. Though he was skeptical about the factors influencing the shape 
of discursive traditions (but not about esoteric knowledge), he finally favored 
the autonomy of the individual subject. This was the only way that he could 
make the individual subject morally accountable. Ghazali was certainly single- 
minded in his insistence that a certain amount of individual independence is 
not only desirable but necessary in matters of ethics and self-transformation. 
This concept ties in neatly with his ideas of self-production. Toward the close 
of the Balance of Deeds, he declares himself to be opposed to the slavish ad- 
herence to a discursive tradition, but he does not clarify whether he wishes 
for tradition to disappear entirely, which would be inconsistent with what 
he wrote elsewhere. His goal was to make the discursive tradition more ro- 
bust and self-critical. In this context, he pointed out that self-awareness must 
ideally lead to a certain amount of independence that enables an individual 
to be morally and ethically accountable. For it often happens that ethical and 
moral violations occur under the pretext that they are in accord with the views 
and prejudices attributed to a sect or to the majority of members belonging 
to a discursive tradition. Just as an informed patient is preferable to an unin- 
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formed one, an ethical person must ideally be able to demonstrate a modicum 
of self-awareness, independence, and self-intelligibility. 

Only knowledge of religion can ultimately empower the individual to en- 
gage with the process of self-reform. This process is not something Ghazālī 
arbitrarily recommended to people totally unfamiliar with religion or to nomi- 
nal believers. Trying to explain the intricacies of faith and the subtle verities of 
truth to uninformed audiences, in his view, can be damaging, and it can have 
the effect of alienating people from religion. Most people may prefer to under- 
stand the verities of religion in a conventional, even literal, sense. Here, Gha- 
zali, even though he was not speaking to a specific doctrine, nevertheless used 
the same structure of argument that the philosophers presented. As discussed 
in an earlier chapter, the philosophers argued that different audiences — lay- 
persons and the learned elite — understand doctrines in incommensurably dif- 
ferent registers of meaning, an idea that so infuriated Ghazali that he accused 
them of saying that God engaged in doublespeak. Ghazali, nevertheless, made 
a most insightful observation of enduring importance about the necessity to 
be a reflective individual, one whose opinions about self-realization count: 


Avoid relying on the authority of discursive tradition or collectivities [mad- 
bāhib|. Seek instead the truth by way of inquiry so that you become a person 
who holds an authoritative viewpoint [ sābib zadbhab]. And do not allow 
yourself to be in position where you follow a guide like a blind person. The 
guide ostensibly directs you along a path, whereas you are [actually] sur- 
rounded by a thousand guides similar to yours; each warns that your guide 
will lead you to peril and mislead you! Only when you act on your deci- 
sion to follow your guide, then you come to realize the tyranny of your 
guide. Therefore, there is no salvation except in independence [éstig/al | of 
thought. 


Forget all you’ve heard and clutch what you see 
At sunrise what use is Saturn to thee?” 


If writing these words yields no other outcome save to make you doubt 
yout inherited beliefs, compelling you to inquire, then it was worth it— 
leave alone profiting you. Doubt transports [you] to the truth. Who does 
not doubt fails to inquire. Who does not inquire fails to gain insight. With- 
out insight, you remain blind and perplexed. So we seek God's protection 
from such an outcome.” 
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This is, by all accounts, an extraordinary statement. Who is Ghazali ad- 
dressing in this statement? Lay audiences or scholars? He may well have had 
in mind all types of people. In any case, it remains a radical position. In Gha- 
zali’s view, skepticism is a healthy aid to intellectual inquiry. Based on per- 
sonal experience, he truly believed that doubt results in healthy ends that will 
ultimately lead to the self-transformation of the subject. More importantly, in 
my view, Ghazali was discounting, if not criticizing, the authority and power 
of discursive traditions. 

Ghazali's criticism of the authority of discursive traditions may have been 
indirectly targeted at the authoritarian character of some Ash‘ari theologians 
for their lack of intellectual rigor and their dogmatic reliance on authority. 
Dogmatism, as opposed to discursive certainty, was, in his view, the enemy. 
Bias and prejudice are among the chief characteristics of dogmatism. It was 
conventional in his time to follow the views of an established and recognized 
“school” in order to follow the truth. However, when such conventions do not 
serve honorable goals, he suggests, affiliation to a school prevents the indi- 
vidual from attaining the truth and obstructs enlightenment and emancipa- 
tion. Ghazali’s final remarks in Balance of Deeds were clearly directed at efforts 
that frustrate critical inquiry and impede the exploration of new frontiers to 
understand the self and nature. 

Ghazali’s contribution to ethics negotiated the distance between forms of 
juridical and Mu'tazili objectivism on one end of the spectrum and the mys- 
tical and Ash‘ari forms of subjectivism, or antiessentialism, on the other end 
of the spectrum. In the Mu'tazili view, the object is nothing but the manifes- 
tation of the abstract law of nature. Thus, the Mu'tazilis posited a strong indi- 
vidual free will and tacit freedom percolated with notions of justice on the one 
hand and an impenetrable, law-bound object on the other hand. What Gha- 
zali did was bridge that distance of subject versus object, self versus other, 
heteronomy versus autonomy. He did so by creating a dialogical relationship 
between the various dimensions and aspects of phenomena. This is most evi- 
dent in Ghazali's notion of the self, as manifest in his treatment of pectoral 
psychology. Meanings of different components of the self constantly inter- 
act with each other and form part of a greater whole. Ghazali’s mutable and 
intensely dialogic notions of self and consciousness were achieved by this 
dialogism. 

The heteronomous polarity of the law is undoubtedly a very pronounced 
aspect of Muslim thought in general and of Ghazalian thought in particu- 
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lar. But he also subtly created counterpolarities to heteronomy. Heteronomy 
is counterbalanced by, or kept in tension with, the autonomy of self-intelligi- 
bility, selfproduction, and aesthetic sensibility. In this way, the law remains 
under the surveillance of conscience, while the law of the external body and 
the law of the self remain dialogically engaged. 

Given the intermediate (dihiz) position that Ghazali carved out for him- 
self in the dialogic of the external law ( figh al-zāhir) with the inner law ( figh 
al-batin, ot figh al-nafs), it is not surprising that epistemology and ontology 
constantly interacted in his work. Whenever Ghazali, especially the sūfī Gha- 
zali, spoke about epistemology, ontology was not very far from his mind, and 
vice versa. History and subjectivity, for him, were simply the continuations 
of a single dialogical process. In the shadow of historical consciousness, the 
self in the most comprehensive sense transforms reality. It is certainly not a 
Panglossian self that becomes an obedient reflection of reality, demanding 
optimism regardless of the circumstances. Nor can one obtain objectivity by 
means of the disinterested contemplation of reality. Rather, the truth is the 
product of the interaction between the self and the world—not the banish- 
ment of the subject from the object, but an engagement so that the self might 
come to view the truth more accurately. For Ghazali, truth was achieved if the 
individual believer became aware of himself or herself as the universal sub- 
ject of history. The truth of history, in his narrative, is the prophetic spirit 
becoming conscious of itself. One can thus hope to historicize while avoid- 
ing relativism. 

What one consistently encounters in Ghazali's writings is a recognition that 
there is a category that mediates between subject and object, namely, self- 
knowledge, similar to the mediation of the Delphic oracle. The significance of 
such self-knowledge is that in knowing oneself one simultaneously becomes 
subject and object. More importantly, the dichotomy between thought and 
action, or fact and value, is dismantled by this construction of self-knowledge. 
For, indeed, to know myself is to alter myself. And in engaging myself in the 
truth of my condition and the subsequent self-transformation, I also come 
to know what I would need to do in order to become free. The objective of 
Ghazalian subjectivity is to attain freedom, the pinnacle of which is liberation 
from the gravitational pull of the lower self so that the subject might experi- 
ence divine self-disclosure. The purpose of ethical practice is to inevitably lead 
the subject to some proximity so that the subject may experience the possi- 
bility of divine unveilings and intuitive knowledge. But this possibility does 
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not even arise without becoming the subject of ethical practice, namely, fol- 
lowing the requirements of the knowledge of transactions (‘%/m amu āmala). 
It is only through the perfection of social practices with an ethical content 
that the process culminates in mystical unveilings and divine intuitions in the 
subject — the knowledge of unveilings (7/z al-u&asbafa).^* 


A relationship of words, carefully spun words, as well as spon- 
taneous outpourings, evasions and confessions. Silent tears, for 
neither of them could bear to cry openly, and silences, silences 

that were the most intimate of all the unspoken intimacies. He 

understood my loneliness, the terror of unbelonging. 


— Achmat Dangor, Kafka's Curse 


I felt, on the last page, that my story was a symbol of the man I had 
been as I was writing it, and that in otder to write that story I had 
to be that man, and that in order to be that man I had had to write 
that story, and so on, ad infinitum. (And just when I stop believing in 


him, “Averroés” disappears.)— Jorge Borges, “Averroés’ Search” 


Conclusion: 


Knowledge of the Strangers 


Sometime between the years 1174 and 1180, the great jurist and philosopher 
Abū al-Walīd Ibn Rushd (Averroés) wrote a refutation of some of Ghazali's 
views in a comprehensive volume called Lucoherence of Incoherence (Tahafut al- 
tahafut). Ibn Rushd defended the Muslim philosophers, whom Ghazali had 
mauled in his book Zxcoberence of the Philosophers. Ghazali had charged that 
in their fascination with philosophical reasoning the Muslim philosophers 
knowingly or in error subscribed to certain beliefs that he thought clashed 
with settled issues of dogma. 

As the one who linked Muslim rationalist philosophy to theological piety, 
Ibn Rushd complained bitterly about Ghazali’s multiple intellectual personas. 
He was especially bewildered by the flux of ideas in Ghazili’s corpus, a venture 
of kaleidoscopic proportions that held together in delicate tension Ash‘arite 
onto-theology and Neoplatonic mysticism laced with subtle iterations of Aris- 
totelian philosophy. 

Yet, even in his biting critique, Ibn Rushd was also deferent to Ghazali. He 
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never doubted the latter’s quest for certainty and piety, and he displayed such 
respect for Ghazali’s insights in legal theory that he abridged Ghazali’s influ- 
ential text on that subject.’ It would not be an exaggeration to say that Ibn 
Rushd’s own intellectual agenda, shaped though it was by his debt to Aris- 
totle, was also shaped by his response to Ghazali.” 

As the indomitable Aba Muhammad Ibn Sab‘in (d. ca. 668-69 /1269-71) 
observed, Ibn Rushd might have been far too placid and uncritical a fol- 
lower of Aristotle, which would explain his formalism—a trait that stifled his 
own inventiveness and creativity, culminating in his allergy to Ghazali’s om- 
nivorous intellectual appetite.* While Ibn Rushd charged that Ghazali’s intel- 
lectual project had serious shortcomings, his student and successor as court 
physician, Abü al-Hajjaj Yüsuf ibn Tumlüs (d. 620/1223), welcomed the com- 
plexity of Ghazali’s project. It was Ghazali's intellectual diversity and cos- 
mopolitanism that appealed to Ibn Tumlüs, despite his own teacher's deep- 
seated ambivalence toward the scholar from Tūs.* Even the limited sample of 
Ibn Rushd and his student Ibn Tumlūs represents the spectrum of rejection, 
acceptance, and ambivalence toward Ghazālī. While very few people would 
categorically reject Ghazali’s entire intellectual output, even his staunchest 
acolytes seem always to have a few reservations about some of his views. This 
is neither a weakness not a criticism of Ghazali, for he had a mind so fine that 
even if it was violated by a few errant ideas it still retained its luster. 

The positive yet uneven reception of Ghazali and his legacy has in large 
part to do with his very diverse intellectual repertoire. He stood at the d//z, 
the threshold and intersection of many currents of thought and ideas. It was 
his very location at the dib/z that made it possible for him to theorize and give 
coherence to the heterogeneity of human thought and experiences. It is, of 
course, this aspect of his intellectual persona that has caused some people to 
view his epistemology as anti-reason while causing others to see him as pro- 
viding a different narrative of reason altogether. 

The refreshing complexity and robust manner in which ideas were crafted 
during Islam’s middle period compared to what passes as intellectual cre- 
ativity today makes one nostalgic. Often, the predilection in the present is 
to merely dust off Ghazali or Ibn Rushd or any other prominent figure as a 
quintessential plastic figure who is expected to provide answers in an oracu- 
lar manner—often from the grave. More condemnable is the way in which 
scriptural resources and tradition are violently colonized by certain groups 
in order to further the construction of the most noxious ideological edifices 
imaginable. Needless to say, often the methodologies of Islamic reform are 
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mechanistic and random, torturously utilitarian, and lacking in sophistica- 
tion while almost invariably providing nonsolutions. A more helpful path to 
reform might require entering into a dialogical engagement with past think- 
ers and traditions of thought in order to struggle intellectually and arrive at 
coherent responses to our own dilemmas. 

This book is to a large extent an adventure in exploring the creativity and 
texture of thought that made Ghazali such an extraordinary figure in Muslim 
history. Far more significant and worthy of inquiry than recounting his fame 
is the project of configuring the archeology of his thought—the creativity of 
his mind and the way he sutured so many different tapestries of thought onto 
his self in such an effortless manner that he became canonized in Muslim 
tradition. My purpose has been to grasp the architectonic lines that marked 
Ghazali’s genius and to ask: What was so unique about his ideas that they en- 
joyed such longevity? More importantly, how can Ghazili’s intellectual legacy 
and ideas be a bridge, an exemplar, or an inspiration for contemporary Mus- 
lims? It goes without saying that the way Ghazali will serve as an exemplar 
will be mediated by a host of issues arising from the diversity of contemporary 
Muslim discourses, ranging from varieties of traditionalism, modernism, and 
maximalism (fundamentalism) in the confluence of modernity to liberalism 
and capitalism, among other hegemonic and globalizing discourses. 

Hegemonic modes of knowledge, Walter Mignolo informs us, often erode 
local forms of knowledge.? In other words, one of the major challenges that 
Muslim societies and cultures—like other cultures overshadowed by the 
forces of globalization — experience is the erosion of values and lifestyles that 
reflect their historical subjectivities. Given the differential in power between 
the colonized and the colonizers, the coloniality of power renders the knowl- 
edge of the colonized into subaltern modes. Over time, Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos points out, placing the knowledge of the other in an inferior posi- 
tion results in “epistemicide,” the destruction or murder of the knowledge of 
a particular social group. Imperialism and epistemicide, observes de Sousa 
Santos, are part of the ineluctable trajectory of Western modernity.° The need 
to stem this epistemicide is self-evident, as is the necessity to rehabilitate and 
atticulate subaltern modes of knowledge with integrity and coherence with- 
out resorting to orientalist modes of knowledge. 

At a crucial moment in his encounter with the constitution of modernity, 
John Locke provided creative answers to his own questions. Similarly, at a 
crucial stage of his life, while consolidating the paradigmatic transition for 
Muslim discursivity in the eleventh-century Arabo-Persianate world, Ghazali 


264 | Conclusion 


too asked many provocative questions and provided equally creative answers. 
More important than questions and answers, however, is the archeology of 
the questions and answers. If anything, this book has been an attempt to plot 
the outlines of the archeology of knowledge that Ghazālī, as a paradigmatic 
and creative thinker, offered us. 


Ghagali as Exemplar for Critical Traditionalism 


Our context differs from that of Ghazali in several crucial ways. An Islamic 
empire drove the dominant paradigm in his day. In our time, the dominant 
patadigm is the imperium of modernity, in which liberal capitalism predomi- 
nates, a capitalism that marginalizes traditions other than the one from which 
it emerged in unprecedented ways. However, we are better at knowing what 
we do not want than we are at fully knowing what we want. However, we do 
know that we desire a paradigm shift and seek emergent knowledge, both of 
which will facilitate transitions to alternative futures. While the awaited para- 
digmatic transition in its messianic calling —teleiopoiesis—is as yet barely 
discernable, we have a hunch about which direction we wish to go. What we 
do know is that dominant paradigms within the world system that continue 
to reproduce themselves have to be contested and countered with alternative 
ways of knowledge and knowing, as well as with models of society-building 
and models of living, as part of the strategy for ending epistemicide. 

During his time, Ghazali asked what kind of subjectivity was required for 
and capable of creating new knowledge for the myriad of challenges in his 
society. That subjectivity could potentially have had several possibilities and 
iterations. Ultimately, it took unique shape and form, the contours that were 
outlined in this book. We might call it a Ghazalian subjectivity. After all, it 
was embodied in a unique self, one that was also competing at both the epis- 
temological and societal levels with other forms of knowledge that posed as 
alternative sources for the formation of the Muslim self. Ghazālī, as I have 
shown, opted for those sources of the self that were heterogeneous. For him, 
the subjectivity of the self in relation with the divine, nature, and society was 
the centerpiece and touchstone for the paradigmatic transitions and emer- 
gent knowledge of which he was part. A crucial difference, though, was that 
it was not an ego-centered notion of the self, but one that was related to tra- 
dition, revelation, knowledge, and society. 

As Muslims explore ways to energize their knowledge traditions, in addi- 
tion to being critical, robust, and cutting-edge, they will also have to take 
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into account the kind of subjectivity that the paradigmatic tradition aspires to 
produce, for that is the challenge underlying the search for emergent knowl- 
edge. How do Muslims look at their own past while concurrently exploring 
experiences and resources of knowledge in other non-European experiences, 
forging partnerships in order to form alternative societies? As de Sousa San- 
tos so poignantly reminds us, the future has dramatically become a personal 
question for us, one of life and death. “The past is a metonymy of all that 
we wete and were not,” he says. “And the past that never was demands a spe- 
cial reflection on the conditions that prevented it from ever being. The more 
suppressed, the more present. The emergent subjectivity is so radically con- 
temporary with itself that, by dealing with the past as if it were present, it 
even gains an anachronistic dimension.” In a most astute observation that 
echoes perfectly with the productive and wholesome meaning of tradition 
discussed earlier in this book, de Sousa Santos adds: “The past is, however, 
made present, not as a ready-made solution, as in reactionary subjectivity, 
but rather as a creative problem susceptible of opening up new possibilities.”’ 
Ghazali did exactly that. He was courageous and dared to explore new pos- 
sibilities, while Ibn Rushd and others preferred the comfort zone of the cus- 
tomary methodological puritanism. 

The critical work of any project seeking a paradigmatic change is to de- 
familiarize the canonical tradition, to interrogate it, literally to deconstruct 
it, in other words, to undertake close readings. But it must not imitate cer- 
tain forms of postmodernism that only deconstruct, as if deconstruction in 
itself were an end — where certain forms of postmodernism become victims 
of Nietzschean extremes, since Nietzsche believed that a true subject is by na- 
ture ahistorical.* For, together with de Sousa Santos, we must insist that it is 
only in an archeology that the past becomes present; in other words, it is only 
in the encounter with the historical that a paradigmatic transition can engage 
in a radical critique of the politics of the possible without yielding to an im- 
possible politics.’ “Ontologies of the present,” Fredric Jameson reminds us, 
“demand archeologies of the future, not forecasts of the past.”"° 

In my examination of the archeology of the thought of Ghazali, I have 
identified several topoi that may be useful signposts in the exploration of an 
emergent Muslim subjectivity that coincides with a search for a paradigmatic 
transition in knowledge. At least three broad topoi are forcefully present in 
Ghazali’s thought and may be useful areas for further exploration. They are 
poiesis and ethos; the creativity of the threshold, or dihiz, position; and the 
hope to be found in exile. 
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Philosophy, Seth Bernadette points out, has a certain debt to poetry, despite 
the ancient quarrel that exists between the two forms of knowledge." Ibn 
Rushd charged Ghazali with using poetics, which is a subset of rhetorical 
discourse, in his analysis, along with philosophy. His main complaint was 
that Ghazali introduced an unwelcome heterogeneity of knowledge into his 
repertoire. He would have preferred if Ghazali had painstakingly pursued 
more foundational (apodictic) forms of knowledge, called burhan. This, Ibn 
Rushd believed, would have advanced the magisterial serenity of homoge- 
neous knowledge in philosophical discourse, which might have been salient 
in many respects. 

Poets, on the other hand, know well that one cannot tell a lie unless one 
knows the truth. In other words, one cannot know the moral without know- 
ing the immoral, the good without the bad. Inherent to poetic discourse is the 
project of putting what “never happened,” says Bernadette, in close proximity 
to “what never happens.” This is what is called the “plot of poetic dialectic,” 
and it is not limited to poetry. We employ this plot anytime we impersonate 
someone, quote another, or speak nonliterally. Through speech and action, 
the plot discovers that it conceals two in one or one in two, an inevitable con- 
sequence of representation." 

The poetical plot is the disclosure, says Bernadette, of impossibilities or 
apparent impossibilities. In this disclosure lies the critical aspect of poetics. It 
holds together heterogeneous knowledge — knowledge of the ends of human 
life, knowledge of the soul. While philosophers are disdainful of the occa- 
sional vulgarity of poetics, Ghazali understood better than some of his con- 
temporaries the value of this mode of discourse. And he put it to effective use 
in order to mediate complex notions of truth located in the essential hetero- 
geneity of knowledge. For this reason, he had little hesitation in mixing dif- 
ferent grammars of thought in order to persuade and cajole his audiences. 
Therefore, his narrative could simultaneously sustain divine interventions in 
nature through miracles and also admit to the role of reason and a concep- 
tion of order in nature that remains open to unpredictability because he does 
not subscribe to necessary causation. Thus, different kinds of discourse can 
coexist within a paradigm in a truly heterologous fashion. 

Ghazali also understood that knowledge must be emancipatory. There- 
fore, he protested the professionalization of knowledge—not that he was op- 
posed to the idea of salaried scholars —as stripping knowledge of its liberatory 
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potential. This was the main reason for his jeremiads against the jurists, who 
he believed had turned knowledge of the law into a form of legal scientism. 
Moreover, some academic scholars of religious sciences, in his view, only saw 
knowledge as a form of cognitive instrumental rationality. He viewed both 
camps to be oblivious of the mandate that knowledge must of necessity lead 
to an emancipatory ethics of salvation. 

True knowledge, for Ghazali, is that which leads to the ethical. Knowl- 
edge has to lead to the path of the afterlife, to the ultimate salvation and the 
fulcrum of liberation. The emancipated subject is thus one who is truly liber- 
ated from all material dependencies. A truly free subject does not behave like 
a pseudodivinity on earth, one that perpetrates genocide and epistemicide — 
two notorious crimes often perpetrated by humans in spiritual and mental 
bondage. Indeed, in his interpretation, which is consistent with the Muslim 
tradition, the imperative of knowledge is to act. And an index of freedom is 
ethical action in the world. For a Muslim, a double emancipation inheres in 
a moral act: emancipation in this world and salvation in the hereafter. The 
paradigmatic transition that Muslims seek includes dimensions that are sig- 
nificant in terms of epistemology and society as well as those related to the 
order of eschatology. 

Ghazālī was not only a bricoleur who stood at the threshold of multiple 
disciplines and currents of thought, as I have cast him: he was also an adven- 
turer and explorer in his thinking. He realized that all the answers to life’s 
complex realities do not reside in a single culture, intellectual tradition, or 
historical epoch. For that reason, he ventured outside the mainline currents, 
raiding archives of knowledge in order to see how he could reinforce the posi- 
tive aspects of the traditions that he had inherited. Not only did he defamil- 
iarize the canonical tradition, but he also supplemented it and refamiliarized 
it, adding a new narrative gloss, in order to make the luster and vibrancy of 
tradition more pronounced. By his own admission, he attempted to give life 
to, or resuscitate (52^), the discursive tradition. Now, by any account, this 
is an enormous claim for Ghazali to have made, courageously taking it upon 
himself to breathe life into the knowledge traditions. For he implied that ac- 
cording to his critical diagnosis there was a problem in the way the tradition — 
meaning the sciences of religion — was being interpreted. 

This critical reconstructionist approach to tradition would resonate well 
with those whose intellectual temper was predisposed to critical thinking and 
the intellectual renewal of tradition, but it would certainly offend many for- 
malists as too presumptuous an approach. Perhaps, as some of Ghazili’s crit- 
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ics have pointed out, the problem lay with his personal deficiencies in knowl- 
edge rather than in the incompleteness of tradition. Some critics went further, 
charging that Ghazali subverted the intellectual tradition for his own ideo- 
logical ends and intellectual tastes; echoes of these charges still reverberate to 
this day. If today a few bold insiders to traditional discourses were to make a 
similar critical analysis about the way tradition is being interpreted, and if they 
were to make a case for its reconstruction in order to give it new coherence, 
the response from some doctrinaire traditionalists would most likely be vis- 
ceral, if recent experiences are anything to go by. Pronouncements of heresy 
by many ‘ama’ groups and the use of secular courts to coerce compliance with 
narrow versions of orthodoxy have increasingly become a pattern in parts of 
the Muslim world.” Therefore, the politics of knowledge construction and 
the contestation of power centered on knowledge deserve particular atten- 
tion, attention equal to that we give to the mapping and production of ideas. 

Pursuing his goal of resuscitating the sciences of religion, Ghazali as a bri- 
coleur took a multidisciplinary approach: he drew inspiration from a variety of 
discourses and sources. Some of his adversaries preferred to describe his ap- 
proach as an exasperating eclecticism and an intellectual promiscuity, charg- 
ing that he mixed the good with the bad and that, like a dilettante, he ven- 
tured into terrains in which he lacked competence. But history, it turns out, 
has found the legacy of the amateur and eclectic more worthy of preservation 
than that of his professional adversaries, and Ghazali's enriched voice and 
narrative has held sway for centuries. 

His intellectual passion was driven by an insatiable desire to give depth and 
intellectual legs to the paradigmatic transitions occurring in his society. For 
this reason, he did not hesitate to use whatever intellectual artifact he thought 
would be beneficial to the advancement of his cause, without giving undue 
attention to its provenance or the formalities of its use. This enabled him to 
rearticulate, amplify, and supplement what he perceived to be the core nar- 
ratives and topoi of Muslim discursivity, namely, notions of transcendence, 
law, ethics, history, and piety, among others. One should note that Ghazali 
addressed these issues as they appeared to him and as he mediated the conflu- 
ence of Persian and Arabicate cultures in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
Whatever improved the expression of Islam as a discursive tradition, within 
his altering and changing experiences, Ghazali absorbed and internalized into 
his subjectivity. But it is also equally important to keep in mind that Gha- 
zali’s intellectual project was a work in progress, one that unfolded with the 
rhythms of his own dilemmas and crises, whether personal or social. 
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When I began this study of Ghazali, my concern was to configure why it 
was that so many Muslim thinkers like him in the past effortlessly engaged 
with an assortment of knowledge and ideas stemming from different origins 
without being rejected by tradition, even though they were from time to time 
greeted with opposition. What became clear to me was that Ghazali success- 
fully adapted knowledge according to the needs of his own subjectivity. In 
other words, knowledge to him was intimately related to the needs of the self 
and his subjectivity, and therefore he did not allow any verdict of authority 
to veto his quest. In addition, he instilled those paradigmatic transitions in 
his knowledge into the fabric of the self—irrespective of whether they were 
radical or subtle—by way of grafting or instilling those concerns into the 
knowledge tradition. He did not accomplish his goal by an instantaneous act 
of will, as Pierre Bourdieu would say, but rather by struggling to make the 
new knowledge part of "the state of the body." '^ 

The contemporary relevance of Ghazali to Muslim thought lies precisely 
in his critical engagement with tradition, but more specifically in the way in 
which he modified, adjusted, recalibrated, amended, and supplemented the 
intellectual tradition. Unlike many of his contemporaries who either uncriti- 
cally romanticized tradition or, in an apocalyptic spasm, took refuge in it, 
he took critical thought seriously. It was important for him, just as it is for 
us, to critically engage with the canonical tradition, a process that must cul- 
minate in radical questioning and defamiliarizing of the canonical tradition. 
This process required Ghazali to explore the rules of the game that consti- 
tute the canon by learning which moves destroy the game and how the canon 
arranges knowledge and practices so that in the end it secures a reasonable 
compliance with the fundamental presuppositions of the tradition. Often, 
reconstructing and refamiliarizing the canonical tradition follows when one 
adheres to the rules of the game as to how one adds, subtracts, and rearranges 
within a knowledge tradition. The approach should be at once respectful of 
the past and not beholden to it. To be critical means to be open to the spirit 
of the present but not to be overwhelmed by it. 

The Muslim intellectual tradition is neither static nor inert. It has its own 
rhythms of continuity and discontinuity, always recalibrating itself to the im- 
peratives of ethical, moral, and spiritual integrity. For if we wish not to see 
the ethical imagination lapse into a censorious puritanism that rapidly hurtles 
toward self-destruction, and if we wish not to degenerate into nostalgic la- 
mentation, then the ethical must be taken seriously not only in its discursive 
guise but also in its poetical manifestation. What impresses and captivates any 
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reader of Ghazali is how impressively he recovered poiesis — inventive making 
and creating —by disseminating into the reading and interpretation of texts, 
broadly conceived, the extravagant heterogeneity of knowledge. 

Where others hesitate to bring art and aesthetics to ethics, Ghazali un- 
apologetically brought the power of narrative (Aikdya) to the study of the ethi- 
cal. In his view, the purest of art resides in the heart —the receptacle of sub- 
jectivity. “Subjectivity” here means the capacity of the soul or self to submit 
to all ethical possibilities with the aid of a variety of disciplines and practices 
that empower it. 

A prolonged meditation on Ghazali also helps us to pose some questions 
for out time. Why does tradition today no longer demonstrate that vitality, 
dynamism, and legitimacy that it so consistently demonstrated in previous 
eras of Muslim society? Why has tradition increasingly become equated to 
anachronism and associated with forms of physical and symbolic violence? 
We know, of course, that the discourses of modernity have often helped to 
caricature tradition, but is that the only reason? To what degree are persons 
working within traditional worldviews also responsible for the decline of tra- 
dition? Should not the rules of the game, the strategies for organizing knowl- 
edge and forging authority within tradition, also undergo revision from time 
to time? For if not, then tradition becomes inert and fossilized. How can the 
inner transformation of tradition occur with a modicum of legitimacy? For, 
indeed, the contemporary crisis of Muslim thought can at least be associated 
with a crisis of legitimacy. One of the insights gained from this study of Gha- 
zali is that in the past the dialogic of ethos and poiesis continuously nourished 
the tradition in imaginative ways. In my view, the need to promote a forma- 
tive bond between ethos and poiesis has never been so dire as it is in contem- 
porary iterations of Muslim thought. 

The poetical-ethical imagination that we intuit in Ghazali’s work has the 
potential to promote an alternative societal project. It is an imagination that 
straddles the line between two narratives internal to Muslim thought: it 
touches the highly mystical humanist project of willful self-mastery, as ad- 
vanced by the siifis, as well as the onto-theological project of the jurists and 
theologians. Self-mastery brings one to the precipice of the desire for the 
Other by requiting one to undertake the regimen required in the science of 
unveiling (%/m al-mukashafa) in order to behold the face of God (wajh Allāh). 
Within the unconscious, this quest stimulates the desire for the Other. 

A poetics of desire, of course, also has its limitations. For it is impossible 
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for the poetical to encounter the Other in its otherness. It can only simulate 
otherness through the reenactment of ritual (mimesis) in a dialogical prox- 
imity to the ethical imagination. If the sacrifice of Abraham represents any- 
thing, then it demonstrates how different kinds of knowledge coalesce in one 
instant— poetic and ethical, exoteric and esoteric. The Abrahamic episode in 
itself closes with a lesson to neither sacrifice the poetical in favor of the ethi- 
cal nor the ethical in pursuit of the poetic. The obligation is to fathom the 
ethical from the confounding connotations of poetics and vice versa. Thus, it 
is always helpful to retain the productive tension between the ethical and the 
poetic and to struggle with their consequent aporias. Ghazali, of course, dis- 
covered that the poetics of ethics was the artistic impulse traced on the heart 
and expressed it as self-discernment, an essential sensibility that requires cog- 
nitive cultivation in order to interiorize the ethical pedagogy. It is this ethical 
pedagogy that is at the center of emancipatory knowledge. 

The point where the poetic imagination defers to the ethical imagination 
is the domain of the more mundane but necessary science of transaction ( 7/z 
al-mu‘amala): it presents the rules for the ethical and legal governance of the 
self, especially in relation to the Other. This is an action that must always be 
dialogical, going back and forth between the multiple ethical subjects within 
a network of interdependent moral relations. 

The life-form and ethics that Ghazali conceived is mingled with spiritu- 
ality and piety. This means that he treated ethics as a personal question and 
then pursued the worldly realm, or the secular, as a personal question. In this 
form of ethics, one takes personal responsibility—a responsibility that in- 
vests actions and consequences with a new and different order of intensity. It 
involves making choices and courageous decisions, which Ghazali was pre- 
pared to make while also inviting others to do the same. 

Ethics remains the substrate; it is the nexus in which the disciplinary bound- 
aties are neither erased nor bounded. Conceived from such an organic and 
intensely active spectrum, ethics and law do not morph into a positivist and 
scientistic account of dos and don’ts. Ethics becomes a comprehensive life- 
form, one that includes both ambiguities and certainties, contingencies and 
absolutes. It is a life-form in which polarities are neither resolved nor dis- 
solved but instead remain suspended in an agonistic, contestable, and ulti- 
mately productive tension. In ethics, the discourses of epistemology and on- 
tology meet in new conjunctures shaped by temporality/history, personal 
biography, and tradition. If ethics is the discursive nexus, then it also requires 
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a subject that serves as the point of conjunction of such knowledge, a sub- 
ject with a capacity to be receptive to the heterogeneity of ethical discourse 
as Ghazali conceived it. 


Dihliz/ Threshold 


Often, the position and location of articulation is just as important as the sub- 
stance of what is said. From what location did Ghazali speak, and how did 
his location shape the way he gave coherence to the heterogeneity of knowl- 
edge? At an eatly period in his career, he very much saw himself as being 
in the mainstream, close to power. However, as his own personal develop- 
ment advanced, he identified and implicitly endorsed an interstitial location, 
the dihiix. In my view, this in-between space makes eminent sense as a meta- 
phor to explain Ghazali's location. Indeed, it translates into a larger and com- 
plex dialogic between the inner and the outer, the esoteric and the exoteric, 
and the indigenous and the foreign as polarities. I would argue that while 
these are binary formulations, they do not strictly play out as rigid polarities, 
but rather direct our attention to what is produced in the space between the 
polarities. 

The dib/z-ian position is where Ghazali as subject found himself, strug- 
gling between the polarities without committing himself to some intangible 
middle road. Thus, the di/z-ian position depends entirely on the force field 
of the discourse. For it often happened that in one context Ghazali found 
himself at one end of the polarity and in a somewhat different and variant 
setting he found himself at the other end of the spectrum. Here, far from co- 
ercing one into adopting one of the polar positions as the correct position, 
the polarities serve as a spectrum of variabilities. 

I am therefore uncomfortable with the view that casts Ghazali as the one 
who brought about a synthesis between antinomies. I think it is a misread- 
ing of his work. One very popular argument is that he synthesized or rec- 
onciled law with mysticism, or that he reconciled logic with theology. But it 
would be more helpful to say that he demonstrated that there was no contra- 
diction between two apparently antithetical disciplines or sets of ideas, and 
that he therefore believed they could coherently coexist within a set of beliefs 
or practices. The apparent contradiction between polarities is neutralized by 
the work and struggles that take place in the threshold, or the dib/z-ian space, 
that spans the gap between disciplines and ideas. 

Like Ghazali, we may also wish to shatter the classical equipoise and the 
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self-assured composure of the settled disciplines, interrogating them from 
new vantage points. In the process, we can forge new and different conver- 
sations between the historical tradition and the altered subjectivities of those 
who engage tradition and attempt to live it. Thus, when Ghazali did indeed 
engage the tradition in its temporality, he did so by keeping alive the tension 
and aporia between the mythic and the rational, the poetic and the exoteric. 
The outcome was a dynamic narrative capable of keeping the despotically nor- 
mative predilection of consensus in check by forcing settled dispositions and 
opinion to be constantly under review. It was also this dh/z-ian subjectivity 
that allowed Ghazali to festoon his narrative with insights from philosophy, 
logic, ethics, theology, metaphysics, cosmology, and spirituality in a carni- 
val of intellectual passion and erudition, insight and creativity. Sometimes, 
he became so exuberant that the sheer diversity of thought caused occasional 
lapses in his scrupulousness. 

Often, he was caught between the antinomies of equally appealing posi- 
tions, such as the clarity of logic and philosophy on the one hand and the 
perplexing onto-theology of divine grace on the other. He was serious in his 
commitment to the sobriety of law and ethics, while he was equally intoxi- 
cated by the delirium of mystical inrushes. Like Ghazali, those of us who seek 
an emergent knowledge may find a dih/z-ian subjectivity attractive. In the 
force field of the threshold position, one is required to negotiate the varieties 
of knowledge and experiences not only dialogically but also with vigilance in 
order to guard against a monologue and complacency. 

Ghazali provides a model of discourse that constitutes forms of actual so- 
cial interaction and practice. His notion of discourse has echoes in the work 
of Michel de Certeau. Michel de Certeau recognizes discursive activity as a 
form of social activity and agency, whereas for Michel Foucault a discourse 
has a modality of existence independent of an agent as something that was 
always and already historical. Tradition — more specifically a discutsive tra- 
dition — in Ghazali's view, has both continuities and discontinuities with the 
past. And even though Ghazali was deeply impressed by mysticism, he did 
not actually naturalize history into a gnostic form as the inexorable trajectory 
of the spirit. To the contrary, he made no attempt to remove humans from 
the sphere of history as practice; rather, he constantly sought out the theater 
of action and the prospects for self-generation in order to confront the bewil- 
derment of the self. 

What makes Ghazali such a phenomenal and axial figure, in my view, is 
the fact that he discovered the normativity of the liminal. For that discovery 
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is precisely what the spatial metaphor of the dihiz provided him, and it was a 
discovery that he capitalized on. Without simplifying or reducing Ghazali’s 
intellectual project, there can be very little disagreement that his genius and 
creativity rested on his ability to be a bricoleur whose paradigm not only 
achieved a certain coherence and integrity but also enjoyed a welcome recep- 
tion for a long time among Muslim communities over the centuries. This co- 
herence was achieved despite the fact that there is a perpetual aggiornamento 
in his thought, proving that dynamism is not antithetical to coherence. 

What we learn from Ghazālī is that his dh/z-ian subjectivity was one that 
zigzagged and freely oscillated between the dominant, juristic discourses like 
law and theology while also effortlessly crossing over to the heterological dis- 
courses of mysticism. And along the way, he also decided to raid the archives 
of philosophy for good measure. It was clearly his location that offered him 
multiple speaking positions. The constant state of flux of his self, in turn, 
created a real paradox, but it was one that he navigated to his own advantage, 
playing the role of both insider and outsider in his multiple personal and pub- 
lic roles as public intellectual, scholar, and seeker after spiritual tranquility. 
The psychic restlessness that he exhibited in his mental and physical criss- 
crossing over the threshold (dihiz) offers salient lessons for the postcolonial 
and postmodern Muslim subject in search of emancipatory knowledge and re- 
sources to address her many dilemmas. Admittedly, when located at the dib/ēz, 
one acknowledges the gray areas, intermediate zones, and degrees of uncer- 
tainty that are not unequivocally resolved. Despite Ghazali’s most wrenching 
desire for personal certainty in matters of faith, in the realm of the ethical he 
was aware that there is always a penumbra of uncertainty.” 

Ghazali’s success can be measured by the subtlety with which he decen- 
tered and undermined the hegemonies and colonizing practices of several dis- 
cursive traditions within Muslim discourse. One thinks particularly of how 
he undermined the dominance of legal scientism. Simultaneously, he engen- 
dered his texts not only in the mental space that constitutes the gap between 
body and corpus but also in bridging the two major cultural traditions that 
formed the matrix of middle Islam, namely, the Arabicate and Persianate 
milieus. 

The conflict between discursive traditions was not unlike the searing di- 
lemmas that the cosmopolitan, postcolonial Muslim subject faces today. By 
dint of location and circumstance, today’s cosmopolitan subject has to tra- 
verse multiple matrices of cultures and politics on almost a daily basis. Gha- 
zali played no insignificant role in suturing the fabric of Arabicate and Per- 
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sianate modes of thought into a seamless patchwork of ideas. It was the pro- 
duction of that heterogeneous formative texture that was needed in his time 
and is equally in demand in our time. Unfortunately, heterogeneity remains 
anathema to certain proponents of Islamic maximalism and, ironically, even 
to those who claim to be bearers of tradition and orthodoxy yet who, in prac- 
tice, have by and large subverted orthodoxies into authoritarian modes of 
thought. 

What is indeed remarkable is the role Ghazali had in facilitating the trans- 
lation of Muslim practices and intellectual traditions into a cosmopolitan- 
ism and an openness to the Other at a time of extraordinary Muslim politi- 
cal power and cultural ascendancy. It appears that he saw a certain value in 
cultivating an open epistemology in order to sustain a vibrant intellectual 
apparatus with which he could interpret the sources and ancillary disciplines 
related to religion. He risked such openness — notwithstanding the multiple 
challenges produced by a period that was also not short of political instability 
and anxiety caused by the Crusades — as he entered the last decade of his life. 


Exile 


Naturalizing the di//-ian position, or espousing a subjectivity that celebrates 
a threshold position, shares certain features with life in exile. It is about being 
out of place, being neither insider nor outsider, but rather occupying a per- 
manent in between-ness. Paradoxically, this spatial location also inspires a 
rare confidence, for it is not a stationary position but one that is dynamic. 
From this location, one is witness to the movement of endless crisscrossing 
and connexity between the divergent geographical spaces that in more than 
one way also simulate life and existence. To inhabit the uniqueness of a thresh- 
old position also has a certain strangeness ( ghurba) attached to it. Did Ghazālī 
consciously espouse the dih/z in order to accent the notion of an in-between 
space as well as that of an internal exile ( gharib)? I believe he did. 

One of the great joys of this attempt to engage Ghazali in friendship — 
teleiopoiesis —is produced by my project of exploring a paradigmatic transi- 
tion based on emergent as well as emancipatory knowledge within the Mus- 
lim tradition in partnership with persons in other knowledge traditions. Like 
Ghazali, we also recognize that all knowledge can be subverted if it is de- 
coupled from its ethical imperative. Drawing from Ghazali's writings, one 
can deduce that exile ( ghurba) is not only a physical state of removal from one's 
ancestral land, place of birth, kinship, or nationality. It is also a psychologi- 
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cal condition that produces a certain estrangement, even marginalization, in 
which one experiences denial of liberty, unrequited love, and physical dis- 
tance. Estrangement is nothing new to the Arabo-Islamic literary tradition, 
in which the motif of being exiled or estranged (gharib) from that which is 
familiar and regular is frequently invoked through different forms. To be an 
exile is to occupy a liminal space, whether it is a prolonged ascetic isolation 
and monasticism or the intermediate space between two locations. Things 
viewed from a liminal space or a different location often appear different from 
when they are viewed from a regular space. 

The classic Muslim writing on exile was, of course, by that man of rare 
genius ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani, a jurist, mystic, and martyr. He was put 
to death by an edict of the Saljiiq rulers in 525 /1131 at the age of thirty-three for 
his courageous stand in speaking truth to power. From prison, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
wrote a passionate treatise, “Complaint of a Stranger Exiled from Home” 
(“Shakwa al-gharib min al-awtan”). The content of the treatise was addressed to 
the scholars of his day, few of whom had the courage to respond to his plea for 
solidarity. ‘Ayn al-Qudat invoked the notion of exile in the following words: 


What, prison bars and iron chains, 

And yearning’s flames, and exile pains, 
And sundering far from those I love? 

What mighty anguish these must prove!’ 


Hamadhani continued to stake out the solidarity among exiles. He cited a 
verse from the legendary pre-Islamic poet Imra’ al-Qays, who, addressing a 
neighbor, says: "Is it not true, that every exile [for one person] is to another 
a kinsman? . . . But if you reject me, the exile is exile again." 

Given the way estrangement, exile, and friendship are used as tropes in 
Arabo-Islamic literature, the notion of exile is not only limited to poetry. In 
the prophetic moral tradition, the notion of exile, or being a stranger, is also 
embedded in at least two senses. In a religious sense, to be an exile or stranger 
is to be counted among a group of people who suffer in their witness of the 
moral depravity of their society. Exile occurs when society at large becomes 
estranged from right living and there is an absence of an ethical spirit and 
voice, when an era lacks a great moral figure or soul. 

A well-known prophetic report (Aadith) that Ghazali invoked in his discus- 
sion of knowledge reinforces the importance of the notion of exile and the 
idea of being a stranger. “Islam began asa stranger,” the Prophet Muhammad 
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stated, “and [Islam] will once again return to a state of strangeness the way it 
began; so, blessed are the exiles.”'* This tradition underscores the pathos of 
beginning for a social movement or for the making of a community in his- 
tory. It follows the standard plot: humble beginnings, opposition to the new 
message, social ostracism, and suffering like that which the early community 
of Muslims endured in Arabia, all of which leads to success through divine 
help and the making of a renewed community. 

Assuming the events of the plot as given, the prophetic report gives the 
plot a cyclical twist by predicting that the recurrence of estrangement was a 
harbinger of emancipation. Hence, the promised estrangement is also mea- 
suted proleptically against the liberation that the exiles will bring. For the 
prophetic teaching concludes with the words, “Blessed are the exiles.” When 
asked to identify the characteristics of the exiles, or strangers, the Prophet 
states: “They are those who will restore [_yus/ihana| my tradition | Sunnati| that 
people had corrupted; and they will resuscitate [ yuhyūna|that part of my tradi- 
tion that had been destroyed [amatihu, literally ‘that tradition that was killed, 
otepistemicide]." ? In another report that Ghazali also cites, the Prophet said: 
"The exiles are those very few people among the large group. Those who 
detest them among creation will be [numerically] more than those who love 
them. ^ 

These reports are enormously significant, for they provide the map to the 
heart of Ghazali's project of resuscitation. But this narrative is also impot- 
tant in terms of the anticipated paradigmatic shift and transition desired by 
contemporary Muslims and others. Cumulatively, the key words include ;s/2^, 


» cc 


which means "reform," “renewal,” and “restoration”; Suna, which means 
the established normative tradition that is derived from the practice of the 
Prophet and inspired by his person; ihyā', which connotes “resuscitating,” 
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“giving life,” “reviving,” and “animating”; and amdta, which signifies “to kill” 
ot "to cause to die." The reports appear in a passage in which Ghazali reflects 
on the meaning of knowledge, wisdom, and the revival of tradition. 
Concealed in Ghazali's project to resuscitate the sciences of religion was the 
implicit assumption that tradition had been subjected to a conscious elimi- 
nation, or epistemicide. His project was to stem the deliberate exclusion of 
those aspects of tradition that are essential to moral well-being. Therefore, 
he vehemently opposed legal scientism but fostered juridical ethics. It is no 
coincidence that the title of Ghazali’s most important book and the mandate 
given to the exiles ( ghuraba‘) are identical: the duty to resuscitate tradition 
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(thya’ al-sunna), ot engage in discursive resuscitation. The exiles, according to 
the prophetic tradition, we will recall, are charged with the duty of reviving 
tradition and knowledge. 

Interestingly, Ghazali understood “the revival of tradition [swnna]” not to 
literally mean the revival of the prophetic tradition, which many of his con- 
temporaties were interested in. The task of the technical scholarly record- 
ing of prophetic reports—the job undertaken by experts known as the hadith 
scholars —was one at which he was admittedly unsuccessful, and he has often 
been chastised for his lack of knowledge of prophetic reports. 

However, to his mind, the concept of resuscitation of tradition (sunna) 
meant to discern and understand (tafaqquh) the ethical imperatives and prac- 
tices as they cohere in tradition. In order to grasp these meanings, Ghazali 
provided us an innovative hermeneutic, ot canonical tradition, one that maps 
the contours of the discursivity of tradition. This is a task that Ghazali admi- 
rably accomplished, leaving behind an unparalleled legacy. 

Indeed, he understood his task to be akin to what botanists understand to 
be the process of palingenesis. “Palingenesis” in this context literally means 
regeneration, reanimation, or resuscitation of tradition. It is therefore not 
surprising that Ghazali’s magnum opus, Resuscitation, is not a mete literal re- 
statement and rehearsal of prophetic reports. Rather, he reanimates these 
reports by juxtaposing his own experiences and those of countless notable 
predecessors with the narrative of tradition. Burdened by the ethical respon- 
sibility of the gharib, the exile, Ghazali creatively gave life to the prophetic 
tradition (Swnna). Ghazali understood “the regeneration of tradition" to mean 
something very specific. He understood tradition the way botanists under- 
stand kenogenesis: as a process where the organism, in this case tradition, is 
modified by the environment in which it finds itself. In other words, tradi- 
tion is like an organism, alive and organically responsive to the environment. 
Therefore, Ghazali did not think of tradition as merely the re-production of 
a collection of prophetic reports into a manual. In fact, to think of tradition 
in synthetic terms is to map the modification of tradition, changes caused by 
the accumulated lived experiences and practices of Muslim communities over 
time. What is most instructive about Ghazali’s project and his understanding 
of tradition is that his discourse was flooded with the light of tradition and 
ventilated with the air of his temporality. 

Critical renewal requires exile. Like Abraham, whom Ghazali imitated, 
exile involves leaving home, visiting other peoples and climes in order to see 
the world through the lenses of new experiences. Empowered by the new 
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experiences and insights, the subject becomes capable of speaking truth to 
power in the way that Abraham challenged his society and the Prophet Mu- 
hammad experienced Makka upon returning there after he had been forced 
into exile to Madina. 

To be ostracized and marginalized by most people, who refuse to hear the 
voice of dissent, is only one consequence of exile. Exclusion itself does not 
represent the essence of exile. Behind alienation and exclusion are the effects 
that embody exile. Irrespective of if one voluntarily or coercively embraces 
physical exile or if exile is experienced merely as mental estrangement from 
society or community, it is the experience of exile that counts. That experi- 
ence allows one to see things—to view things in a way that a domesticated 
and complacent gaze may fail to observe. In fact, a prophetic report counsels 
that one ought to live like an exile, or stranger: “Live in the world as if you 
are a stranger, or like one crossing a street.”*' It is another way of describing 
the habits of a traveler. 

Cognizant of prophetic wisdom, Ghazali put into play the uncanny simi- 
larities common to the gaze of a stranger or exile and that of a traveler. The 
traveler, unlike a potentate, does not rely on power, as Edward Said so elo- 
quently reminds us. A traveler depends on motion. It is the traveler who dem- 
onstrates an unusual willingness, Said continues, “to go into different worlds, 
use different idioms, understand a variety of disguises, masks, [and] rheto- 
tics. Travelers must suspend the claim of customary routine in order to live 
in new rhythms and rituals. . . . the traveler crosses over, traverses territory, 
abandons fixed positions, all the time.” It is the continuous motion, the rest- 
lessness of the traveler and the exile that also make them anticipate a return 
from exile, relishing the liberation. 

There is little doubt in my mind that Ghazali was indeed inspired by the 
idea of exile ( ghurba). If this journey with Ghazali has taught us anything, then 
hopefully it has made us understand that voyaging through life as an exile or 
traveler is a desirable goal, a status that enables us to act in our diverse and 
productive ways to fulfill the promise of that coveted return to new subjec- 
tivities and emergent knowledge in our unending transitions to embrace new 
paradigms and futures. 

To break with old habits is difficult, and not everyone welcomes change and 
motion unless theyare justified, especially given modernity’s endless desire for 
motion. There comes a time, ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani reminds us in the 
quotation above, when going against the reluctance of human nature— going 
against the grain in order to explore the new and unfamiliar — becomes a ne- 
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cessity. He states his rhetorical plea in these words: “But when, then, will the 
object of disdain ever become the object of desire?” Clearly, Hamadhani was 
inviting his audience to embrace motion, movement, and dynamism within 
the fabric of tradition, even though most people find such a shift challenging, 
and many often make such an invitation the object of disdain. The necessity 
for change is what Hamadhani believed needed to be addressed in his day but 
was not. For him, the need for change was a matter of having to choose be- 
tween life and death. 

Paradoxically, in Hamadhani’s philosophical and ecstatic meditation there 
is an implicit suggestion that the poetics of a context on occasion demand that 
we entertain even that which seemingly appears to be undesirable. In embrac- 
ing the loathsome, the poetics of imagination as well as the necessity of the 
context together transform it into an object of desire. In our time, there are 
indeed few serious Muslim thinkers who need to be convinced of the desid- 
eratum of courageous thinking within tradition; in other words, the object of 
desire is hardly contested. Determining how and when that desire will be ful- 
filled and, more importantly, what the content of such an “object of desire” 
will be is a judgment, a contestation, and a responsibility that rests on the 
shoulders of those who take the Ghazalian tradition, and other Muslim dis- 
cursive traditions, seriously. 
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points out. However, he deserves credit for refining the idea and giving it wider currency 
than any of his predecessors. See Ghazali, Disciplining the Soul, 36 n. A. 

21. To describe what essentially amounts to the /x foro interno of the moral subject, he 
used different terms like Žāfsn (interior or esoteric), sirr or sardir (purified dimensions of 
the heart or conscience), and qa/b (heart) to signify interiority. 
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Glossary 


abd, pl. ibad. Slave, servant 

abra. Tear 

‘Yada. Habit, custom 

adab, pl. adab. Civility, etiquette, virtues, 
ethical pedagogy 

adāla. Justice 

adib. Belles lettrist 

ad). Justice 

afwab. Mouths 

akhlāq. Behavior, character traits, ethics 

"alam al-malakūt. Angelic universe 

‘lim, pl. ‘ulama’. Learned person, scholar 

alga al-sam*. Lit. throw the ear; fig. listen 
attentively 

amal, pl. a‘mal. Action, deed, practice 

amir. Leader 

agīda, pl. agātd. Dogma, beliefs 

aql. Intellect, reason 

aqli. Rational, abstract 

ard, pl. arād. Accident 

asabiya. Social cohesion 

awha. Inspire 

awsaf, sing. wasf. Attributes, predicates 

awwal. First 


bab. Door 

baqa’. Duration 

bashariya. Humanity 

biti. Falsehood, distraction 

batin. Inner, esoteric 

bayan. Conspicuous elucidation, explana- 
tion 


bid'a. Heretical belief 
burban. Proof, apodictic knowledge 


da’. Disease, illness 

dalil. Proof 

dawā'. Remedy, medicine 

dawām. Permanent 

dhāt. Essence 

dbatiya. Essential, subjectivity 

dhang. Taste, aesthetic sensibility 

dhikr. Remembrance 

dibliz. Threshold position, intermediate 
space, portal, passage 

din. Religion, tradition 

dunya. World, secular, temporal 


fadila. Virtue 

Jfabwa. Implicit sense 

Jang’. Annihilation 

Jagēb, pl. fugaha’. Jurist, discerner 

Jagir. Ascetic 

Jard. Obligatory, mandatory 

fatwa, pl. fatawa. Legal opinion, juridical 
response 

figh. Understanding, comprehension, law, 
positive law 

fiqh al-bātin. Subjectivity 

fiqh al-nafs. Self-understanding, self- 
intelligibility 

fiqh al-zāhir. Outward form of the law 

fitra. Natural state, innate disposition 
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Juqaha’, sing. fagih. Jarists 
Juraj, sing. farj. Pudenda 


ghadab. Anger 

gharib. Stranger, exiled one 
ghumidh. Obscurity 

ghurba. Strangeness, banishment 


hadith, pl. ahadith. Prophetic report 

hajaj. Protector 

bajj. Pilgrimage to Makka 

halakha. Law 

hanifiya. Primitive monotheism 

baqiqa. Sense of reality, ultimate truth 

haqq. Truth, right, true reality 

haram. Forbidden, prohibited 

barīr. Silk 

hawadith, sing. hadith. Events, happenings, 
episodes 

hawziya. Traditional religious schools in 
Iran and Iraq 

haya. Disposition 

hija. Protector 

Hijax. Early name fot the region of West- 
ern Arabia on the Red Sea coast refer- 
ring to the area of Makka and Madina 
in the Arabian peninsula 

hijra. Exile, migration 

hikaya, pl. hikayat. Narrative, stories 

hikma. Wisdom, philosophy 

hilm. Temperance 

huja. Proof, testimony 

hukm. Judgment, ruling, law 

bulūl. Incatnation, inherence 

huqug al-ibad. Duties toward fellow 
humans 


buquq Allab. Duties toward God 


tbad, sing. ‘abd. Human beings, servants, 
slaves 

‘bara, pl. ‘barat. Expression, text 

tbra. Edificatory admonition 

ibtakara. Invent, fabricate 


idaftya. Relational 

Jfa. Abstinence 

ibya’. Resuscitation, to give life, revive 

ijaza. Certification, authorization 

ijmā'. Consensus 

ijmāl. Synopsis 

ijtihad. Personal intellectual effort 

ikblas. Sincerity, intentionality 

dm. Knowledge, science 

dm al-muu‘amala. Knowledge of moral 
practices 

ilm al-mukāshafa. Revelatory knowledge 

‘dm al-sulak. Science of proper conduct, 
mysticism 

dm al-tasawwuf. Science of mysticism 

imam. Leader 

iman. Faith 

intizam. Harmony, order 

trfan. Intuitive knowledge, gnosis 

islah. Reform, improve, rehabilitate 

islam. Surrender, submission 

isnad. Chain of narrators, authority 

isti ara. Metaphor 

istila’. To seek warmth 

istimrar. Continuation 

istiqama. Integrity, consistency 

istiglāl. Independence 

istishad. Proof citation 

itibār, pl. itibārāt. Perspective, to be 
edified 

itigad. Doctrine, belief, doctrinal recti- 
tude 

ittiba’. To reenact, to follow, to imitate 

ittihad. Identification, union 


jadaliya. Dialectical polemics 
jah. Egotism, status 

Jawhar. Substance, attribute 
jummā'. Aggregate, totality 


käfir. Infidel 
kalām. Speech, dialectical theology 
kashf. Unveiling 


khabar, pl. akhbar. News, information, 
historical narrative 

khalifa. Vicegerent, steward 

khalil. Bosom friend 

khass. Particular 

khatam. Seal 

khitab. Address, discourse 

khitab al-shar’. Nomothetic discourse, 
revelatory address 

khitābīya. Discursive strategy 

kitāb. Book 

kufr. Unbelief, heresy, ingratitude 


latifa. Subtlety 

lawb. Slate, tablet 

lawh al-galb. Tablet of the heart 
lisan al-bal. Prosopopeia 


ma ani, sing. ma'nà. Ideas, meanings 

madhhab, pl. madhahib. Law school, 
adopted policy or procedure, discursive 
tradition 

madīna. City 

madrasa. School, seminary 

mafbim. Implicit sense 

mabjūj. Defeated or overcome by argument 

makrūh. Disapptoved, abominable 

malak. Angel 

malaka. Habitus 

mālik. King, soveteign, owner 

mandūb. Recommended 

mantig. Logic 

maslaba, pl. masalib. Expediency, interest 

mu amala. Interactive action, transaction 

mubab. Indifferent 

mubayyan. Univocal 

mufassir. Expert in Qur'an exegesis 

muftī. Jurisconsult, one who is expert in 
giving fatwa 

mubaddith. Traditionist, expert in pro- 
phetic reports 

muhākāt. Mimesis 

muhāll. Impossible 
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mujaddid. Renewet 

mujābada. Self struggle 

mujmal. Equivocal 

mujtahid. Master jurist, one who is quali- 
fied to do independent intellectual 
labor in law 

mukäāshafa. Mutual unveiling 

mulk. Kingdom, polis 

munāsaba. Appropriate, adequate 

munqidh. Rescuer 

muqaddima. Preamble, introduction 

muqallid. Follower, journeyman 

muqayyad. Precise, unqualified, determined 

murābit. Wartiot-ascetic 

musammā. Denotation 

musbabada, pl. musbabadat. Contemplative 
vision, testamentary contemplation 

mustababb. Recommended 

mustantag. Oracle 

muta’. Obeyed one 

mutakallim. Dialectical theologian 

mutasawwif. One who practices mysticism 

mutlaq. Unqualified 

muwahhid. Confessional monotheist 

muwallad. Postclassical poet 


nafs. Spirit, person 

nass, pl. nusūs. Scriptural authority 
nazar. Investigation 

nazm. Construction, coherence 
nifāg. Hypocrisy 

niya. Intention 

nur. Light, illumination 

nūrānīja. Luminous 

nuzzar. Speculative thinker 


qabas. Burning brand 

gādī. Judge 

galam. Pen 

galb. Heatt, mutation 

gānūn. Principle, law 

gāss, pl. gussās. Storyteller, raconteur 
gatt. Apodictic 
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qibla. Direction of prayer toward Makka 
qisbr. Peel, shell 

qissa. Stoty 

qubh. Detestable 

quwwa, pl. quwwāt. Strength 


rabbaniya. Divine 

raja’. Hope 

ri aya. Administration 

ribat. Fortress 

risala. Proclamation, letter 
rububiya. Divinity 

rib, pl. arwab. Soul 

ribani. Spiritual, immaterial 


sa'ada. Happiness 

sadr. Bosom 

sabib. Companion, possessor, owner 

salaf. Pious ancestor 

salik. Seeker 

sama‘. Listening, listening to music 

sarir. Concealed core, conscience 

sbadid. Strong, witness 

shahwa. Appetite 

shakhs. Person, individual 

shar‘. Revelation, revealed law, religion 

sharia. Revealed law 

sbi'ar. Symbol 

shir. Poetry 

shi riya. Poiesis 

shirk. Associationism, polytheism 

sbuja'a. Bravery, courage 

sbu'üir. Inner feeling, conscious feeling 

sibgha. Color 

sifa. Attribute 

sirr. Sectet 

siyasa. Governance, politics 

sift. Mystic, seeker 

sultan. Sultan 

sulūk. Conduct 

Sunna. Body of prophetic traditions and 
practices 

sūg. Market 

sūra, pl. suvar. Form 


ta addub. Moral cultivation 

ta ajjub. Wonder 

ta'assi. Imitation 

ta'bīr. Edificatory meaning, interpretation 
of dreams 

la dib. Disciplinary education 

tafaqqub. Enlightened discernment 

tafhim. Instruct 

tabdhib. Disciplining 

tajawwuz. Figurative expansion 

takdbīb. Falsification 

takfir. Anathematize 

taklif. Moral responsibility, capacity con- 
cept, moral accountability 

talbis. Deception 

ta lf. Composition 

ta‘liqa. Dissertation 

tamatthul. Simulactum, simulate 

tamtbil. Simile, simulation 

taqlid. Imitation 

tariq. Path, road 

tarjama. Translate 

tarjama nafsahu. Explaining oneself, auto- 
biography 

tarrār. Scoundrel, rogue 

tasawwuf. Mysticism 

lasdiq. Willing assent, verification 

lasbbih. Simile 

tasnīf. Script 

tatabbu’. To expound sequentially, to 
follow 

ta thir. Efficiency 

tawakkul. Absolute reliance and trust in 
God 

tawhid. Confessing to the unity of the 
divine, monotheism 

ta nil. Interpretation 

thamaniya. Monetary character 

tūr. Mountain 


ubūr. Crossing 

ulamā', sing. alim. Learned persons, 
scholars 

umma. Community 


uquümiya. Hypostasis 

usül, sing. asl. Roots, principles, founda- 
tions 

‘waysi. Long-distance friend 


wadi. Riverbed 

wahi. Revelation 

wahib. Giver, provider 

wābid. One person 

wajh, pl. wujūh ot aujuh. Face 

wājib. Obligatoty 

wasaya. Counsels 

wasf mima’ ilayhi. Allusive quality 

wazir. Prime minister, minister, vizier 

wijdan. Discovery through experience, 
ecstasy, emotion, sentiment 
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wujid. Existence 
wushl. Mystical attainment, connection 


yaqin. Certainty 

yudrik. Grasp 

ulabbi. 'To announce one's readiness to 
serve God 

yutarjimu. Translating 


gāhid. Ascetic 

zāhir. Outer, exoteric 

gandaqa, pl. zanādiq or zanādiqa. Religious 
and doctrinal subversives 

zaytin. Olive 
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